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ABSTRACT
The Phenomenological Study on the Impact of Servant Leadership for Establishing a
Culture of High Performance as Perceived by Middle School Principals of
Title I Middle Schools
by Freddie Chavarria
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore and describe Title I
middle school principals’ perceived impact of the 7 servant leadership constructs
developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high performance.
Methodology: The qualitative phenomenological method was used to describe and
explore the middle school principals’ perceived impact of the 7 servant leadership
constructs developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high performance.
This method was selected by a thematic team of 8 peer researchers to best examine the
core meanings of K-12 leaders lived experiences. The sample for this study was middle
school principals serving in Title I public middle schools located in San Diego County,
California.
Findings: The findings from this study illustrate that middle school principals leading
Title I schools that modeled and applied Patterson’s (2003) servant leadership constructs
supported a culture of high performance. The semistructured interviews, observation,
and artifacts yielded 393 total references, 23 major findings, and two unexpected
findings.
Conclusions: The findings and literature support that principals leading Title I middle
schools model and use the 7 servant leadership constructs to develop the foundation for
establishing a culture of high performance. Additionally, the findings of the study
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indicate that middle school principals’ application of Patterson’s (2003) seven servant
constructs created optimal conditions in their school community centered on love,
relationships, and serving others.
Recommendations: The researcher recommends college and universities offer clear
administrative services credential programs that require school administrators to
complete leadership course work focused on servant leadership and the 7 servant
leadership constructs. The San Diego County of Education and professional educational
organizations should include professional learning in their school leadership institutes
and conference workshops that build administrators’ understanding of servant leadership
and its impact on a culture of high performance. Furthermore, superintendents should
participate in professional development on servant leadership and then advocate for
districtwide professional development on servant leadership for all school staff.
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PREFACE
Following discussions and considerations regarding the opportunity to study
Patterson’s (2003) servant leadership constructs, two faculty researchers and eight
doctoral students discovered a common interest in exploring the ways K-12 leaders
perceive the impact these seven constructs (agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust,
empowerment, and service) have on establishing a culture of high performance. This
resulted in a thematic study conducted by a research team of eight doctoral students.
The eight peer researchers and two faculty advisors ultimately chose a
phenomenological design that would be most appropriate for this study of the servant
leadership constructs and their perceived impact on middle school principals of Title I
schools and how they establish a culture of high performance within their school sites.
This structure was resolved to be generally suitable as the nonexperimental, descriptive
approach to best accumulate the lived encounters of the leaders. Each researcher
interviewed eight K-12 leaders to describe how they perceived the impact of these seven
constructs of servant leadership by Patterson (2003) established a culture of high
performance at their organizations. To ensure thematic consistency, the team cocreated
the purpose statement, research questions, definitions, interview questions, and study
procedures. It was agreed by the team that for increased validity, data collection would
involve method triangulation using interviews, observations, and artifacts.
Throughout the study, the term peer researchers is used to refer to the researchers
who conducted this thematic study. These were Freddie Chavarria, middle school
principals of Title I schools in San Diego County; Lillian French, Latina superintendents
of Title I schools in districts; Angela Lawyer, middle school/high school principals;

xvii

Darrick Rice, middle school/high school principals; Antonio Sandifer, principals of
Native American schools; Robin Stout, public school superintendents; Rebecca Toto,
human resource administrators of K-12 school districts; and Alison Wills, middle school
principals in Orange County.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Each year, state and federal funding provide billions of dollars to support lowincome students, yet student achievement data continue to show a significant
achievement gap, signifying a tremendous need to create school conditions that ensure all
students thrive. Although public educational systems are complex and involve many
elements, one factor that literature has shown to influence student achievement is school
leadership (Boyer, 2012). In fact, in their landmark meta-analysis research, Marzano,
McNulty, and Waters (2005) asserted that “leadership is second only to classroom
instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to what students learn in
school” (p. 26). Boyer (2012) highlighted a study by Halawah’s 2005 study that showed
the “principal’s leadership within the school setting had a significant effect on school
culture and student effectiveness” (p. 2). Furthermore, Gandolfi and Stone (2018)
highlighted the importance of leadership by stating that “when leadership is ineffective,
absent, or toxic the result is that people, organizations, communities, and even entire
societies are impacted, sometimes in the most devastating ways” (p. 262).
Indeed, the need for effective leadership is central to successful schools, and the
pressure to improve student achievement and the responsibility to create these optimal
learning conditions often fall solely on the shoulders of the school principal.
Cunningham and Cordeiro (2003) asserted that the “principal is at the very heart of
school improvement” (p. 134). Sowell (2015) claimed that the leadership style that the
principal chooses in creating the school culture directly leads to the success or failure of
the school. Furthermore, Sowell asserted that “to create educational environments that
facilitate student success and meet accountability measures of the state, principals need to
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develop and utilize a holistic leadership style” (p. 59). Further, studies and research show
the strong influence between the school leader, a positive school culture, and student
achievement (Gandolfi & Stone, 2018; Hattie, 2015; Marzano et al., 2005; Peterson &
Deal, 1998).
School culture is a broad term and there are many different interpretations of its
meaning. Reeves (2009) put it simply as “the way we do things around here” (p. 37).
He added, “Culture is reflected in the behavior, attitudes, and beliefs of individuals
and groups” (p. 37). Peterson and Deal (1998) emphasized that the school leaders’
“words, their nonverbal messages, their actions, and their accomplishments all shape
culture” (p. 31). Consequently, servant leadership has emerged over the past 4 decades
as a leadership model that has the potential to meet today’s workforce and societal
challenges (Gandolfi & Stone, 2018; Hirschy, Gomez, Patterson, & Winston, 2014;
Patterson, 2003).
Servant leadership is founded on the principle that the highest priority is to meet
the needs of one’s followers—to serve first (Greenleaf, 1970). Spears (2010) pointed out
that “the servant leader recognizes the tremendous responsibility to do everything in his
or her power to nurture the personal and professional growth of employees and
colleagues” (p. 26). Given the role of today’s school principals and their influence on
school culture, servant leadership has the potential to meet the challenges of today’s
public schools. Servant leadership can provide the principal with the knowledge and
insight to develop deep and meaningful relationships needed inside the school, which
studies show help foster a high-performing school culture. Although the research on
leadership, student achievement, and school culture is robust, the literature shows only
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limited studies on the relationship between servant leadership, school culture, and student
achievement. Therefore, this study aimed to build and advance research in the area of
servant leadership and its influence on establishing a school culture of high performance.
Background
Leadership is interwoven into all aspects of our lives. Bass and Bass (2008)
explained that leadership is cross-cultural and exists in every society. Over the last
century, numerous leadership theories have emerged, and according to Chemers (1984),
these leadership theories can be divided into three distinct periods from the trait period,
the behavior period, to the contingency period. This shift over time showed an initial
emphasis on the leader as an individual, to a progression and focus on the relationship
between the leader and his followers, to a new paradigm that focuses on the follower
(Bass & Bass, 2008; Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Nwogu, 2011).
Servant leadership emerged as an extension of transformational leadership, yet it
has a distinctly different focus. In contrast to transformational leadership, which focuses
on the allegiance to the organization, at the heart of servant leadership is its emphasis on
the well-being of the followers or individuals rather than the organization and its
objectives (Patterson, 2003). Robert K. Greenleaf is credited for coining the term servant
leadership soon after he published his essay in 1970, titled The Servant as Leader.
Greenleaf (1970) believed “the great leader is seen as a servant first, and that simple fact
is key to his greatness” (p. 9). According to Stephen R. Covey (as cited in Greenleaf,
2002),
The essential quality that sets servant-leaders apart from others is that they live by
their conscience-the inward moral sense of what is right and what is wrong. That
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one quality is the difference between leadership that works and leadership-like
servant leadership-that endures. (p. 4)
As an extension of Greenleaf’s work on servant leadership, Patterson (2003)
examined his theory of servant leadership and attempted to further explain its role and
develop the theory. Patterson asserted that the “focus on the follower means that
organizational objectives and performance are not of primary significance to the servant
leader, but are of secondary or peripheral importance, in contrast to their importance for
the transformational leader” (p. 5). Moreover, Patterson developed seven servant
leadership constructs building on Greenleaf’s theory. Patterson’s seven servant
leadership constructs are agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and
service.
K-12 Education
For over 30 years, student achievement data in K-12 education in the United
States continue to indicate an achievement gap between national goals set by federal
funding programs such as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001 and its
replacement in 2015 by Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). In contrast to NCLB’s
rigid high-stakes accountability measures, ESSA gives states and districts more latitude
and flexibility on how they measure student achievement and what is measured, taking
into account multiple factors. In addition, the reauthorization of the ESSA outlines the
importance of educating the “whole child” whereby the intellectual, physical, and social
emotional needs of students are being met. Given the shift from NCLB to a more holistic
approach of the ESSA law, according to Jones and Workman (2016), states and districts
have new opportunities “to embrace an educational model that offers a comprehensive
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educational program to meet each student’s unique academic needs, learning styles and
interests” (p. 2). With this in mind, state and school accountability systems across the
country have been overhauled in hopes of improving student achievement for all
students.
Despite the shift in accountability and a whole-child approach, student
achievement data continue to indicate that too many students are not meeting grade-level
standards. In California, 2019 English language arts (ELA) and math assessment results
show that over 50% and over 60% of students, respectively, are not meeting grade-level
standards (California Department of Education, 2019). More alarming is the
achievement gap that exists between students of poverty and noneconomically
disadvantaged students. In California, the 2019 ELA and math assessment results
showed a 30% achievement gap both in math and ELA between noneconomically
disadvantaged students and economically disadvantaged students (California Department
of Education, 2019). This major achievement disparity is especially troubling because
according to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), in 2013, low-income
students attending public schools became the nation’s majority, and the number continues
to grow each year. In fact, in California, over 60%, accounting for over 6 million
students, are economically disadvantaged (California Department of Education, n.d.-b).
Further, according to Reardon (2013), the 2019 National Assessment for
Educational Progress (NAEP) examination referred to as “The Nation’s Report Card”
measuring students’ performance showed a decrease in student proficiency and a
widening gap between demographic groups (Southern Education Foundation [SEF], n.d.).
Indeed, given these national and state achievement results coupled with the fact that as of
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2013, students of poverty attending public schools are the nation’s new majority (Suitts,
2016), without drastic educational reforms and innovations, Reardon (2013) asserted,
“schools will no longer be the great equalizer we want them to be” (p. 10). Reardon’s
findings further confirm the need to create school conditions that ensure equity for all.
To combat the barriers and challenges faced by students of poverty, President
Lyndon Johnson, in 1965, signed into law the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA). Specifically, Title I was established to provide supplemental education funding
for local programs to provide high-poverty schools extra academic support (U.S.
Department of Education, n.d.). In 2019, according to the U.S. Department of Education,
Title I budget appropriated $15.5 billion for disadvantaged students, which supported
more than 55, 906 public schools across the country serving approximately 25 million
students.
Role of the Principal
Given the persistent achievement gap in public education, there is tremendous
responsibility for school principals to lead school transformations that challenge and
eliminate this achievement gap and cultivate school environments where every student
thrives. In fact, Marzano (2003) asserted that “no one other than the school administrator
can easily assume the role of visible head of a reform effort” (p. 174). Indeed, the role of
the school principal is both simple and complex (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson,
& Wahlstrom, 2004). Fundamentally, the principal has two main responsibilities:
•

To provide a safe and nurturing learning environment for students and staff

•

To ensure the academic success of all students
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However, the role of the principal is incredibly more complex. In their meta-analysis
spanning 35 years and examining 69 studies involving approximately 1.4 million
students, 14,000 teachers, and 2,802 schools, Marzano et al. (2005) concluded a
significant relationship between leadership and student achievement. Additionally, the
authors identified 21 essential leadership responsibilities of an effective leader (Marzano
et al., 2005).
Indeed, the expectations and responsibilities of the principal are complex and
require leaders who can effectively manage and lead schools. These demands involve a
host of responsibilities such as managing discipline, creating budgets, planning and
facilitating professional development, resolving staff conflicts, evaluating staff,
monitoring the implementation of curriculum and instruction, supervising programs, and
regularly meeting with parents and families about concerns.
Theoretical Foundations
The subject of leadership has been a topic of great interest among people for
thousands of years (Yukl, 2002). Yukl (2002), author of seminal work on leadership,
pointed out that the “widespread fascination with leadership may be because it is such a
mysterious process, as well as one that touches everyone’s life” (p. 1). Furthermore,
Yukl pointed out that “leadership has long been a subject of speculation,” yet he noted
that “scientific research on leadership did not begin until the twentieth century” (p. 2).
Over the last century, several leadership theories have evolved and expanded.
These shifts have been influenced by many variables and have led to the evolution of
leadership theories from classical theories to more contemporary theories such as servant
leadership. Nwogu (2011) reported,
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There are at least 17 major theories that reflect the progression of leadership
theory from 1900 to the present [and such progressions] reflect a focus on the
leader as an individual to a focus on others, and then on to the dynamics of the
leader-follower relationship. (p. 18)
Indeed, the information age marked a major shift away from authoritative leadership as
workers once expected very little in return for work outside of pay to a belief that the
work environment should be meaningful, encouraging, and supportive of both personal
and professional growth (Crowley, 2011; Nwogu, 2011; Stone, Russell, & Patterson,
2005). Specifically, the “major leadership theories that emerged during the information
age period included situational leadership, transactional leadership, transformational
leadership, and ethical leadership” (Nwogu, 2011, p. 31).
Servant Leadership
As an extension of transformational leadership, servant leadership emerged with a
notable difference. According to Patterson (2003), “Servant leaders lead an organization
by focusing on their followers, such that the followers are the primary concern and the
organizational concerns are peripheral” (p. 5). Gandolfi and Stone (2018) highlighted the
distinction between transformational leadership and servant leadership whereby the
servant leader “puts their own needs after the needs of those they serve” (p. 265).
Additionally, the servant leadership model seemed to develop because of some of the
limitations associated with the transformational leadership model paving the way for
servant leadership. In particular, according to Patterson (2003), “Transformational
leadership does not explain certain phenomena such as altruism to followers or humility”
(p. 5). Finally, researchers emphasize the fact that servant leadership is distinct, and
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studies regarding the effectiveness of servant leadership in the educational setting are
extremely limited and inconclusive (Nwogu, 2011; Patterson, 2003; Slater, 2018).
Greenleaf’s Theory of Servant Leadership
Although there are several ideas that seem to explain the emergence of servant
leadership in the postmodern era, the literature is clear that “Robert K. Greenleaf can be
credited for coining the term servant leadership in 1970” (Patterson, 2003. p. 2).
Greenleaf introduced the concept that “leaders are those who serve followers and that
great leaders are first of all servants” (Patterson, 2003, p. 3). According to Slater (2018),
“Greenleaf referenced that through awareness, foresight, and skill for listening, the
servant leader could hone in on the needs of followers” (p. 31). Moreover, Greenleaf’s
fundamental beliefs had spiritual undertones as he echoed the sentiments of Jesus, to
serve rather than be served (Greenleaf, 1970; Slater, 2018). Although there have been
many variations of Greenleaf’s writings, Greenleaf’s belief of the leader as a servant with
the duty to serve his followers has been clearly affirmed over the years (Patterson, 2003).
Theoretical Framework
Most notably, the seminal work of Patterson (2003) expanded on Greenleaf’s
premise of servant leadership. Based on the ideas of Greenleaf and the similarities of
servant leadership and transformational leadership, Patterson (2003) claimed that
“servant leadership theory accounts for a leadership phenomenon that is previously
unaccounted for by transformational leadership theory (i.e., the phenomenon of focusing
attention on the follower instead of on the organization)” (p. 5). Patterson (2003)
asserted that “servant leadership is a virtuous theory” that focuses on moral character,
human excellence, and exhibiting spiritual influences (p. 2). Further, Patterson pointed
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out that “researchers have desired to measure the concept of servant leadership, however
with no defined constructs, the measurement issue has been more dreamed about than an
actual reality” (p. 1). Regarding this point, Patterson (2003) developed her servant
leadership model and divided it into seven constructs or virtues: agapao love, humility,
altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service.
Agapao Love
According to Patterson (2013), agapao love is the “Greek term for moral love
meaning to do the right thing at the right time for the right reason” (p. 12). Patterson
asserted that agapao love focuses on the good people and is considered unselfish, moral
love. Furthermore, Patterson claimed that love is the “cornerstone of the servant
leadership/follower relationship” (p. 12).
Humility
Humility is a virtue that leaders demonstrate by valuing their followers rather than
focusing on themselves. Humility is characterized by utmost modesty about one’s own
talents and abilities and an outward expression of self-regard while emphasizing value on
the recognition and success of others. Patterson (2003) highlighted Sandage and Wiens
2001 work, which defined humility as the “ability to keep one’s accomplishments and
talents in perspective, which includes self-acceptance, and further includes the idea of
true humility as not being self-focused but rather focused on others” (p. 14).
Altruism
Patterson (2003) explained that altruism has been “explored on the individual
level and as a human quality, yielding a general definition of altruism as helping others
just for the sake of helping” (p. 17). Nwogu (2011) added to Patterson’s definition by
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proposing that “altruism can be described as behavior that actually renders help to
another person regardless of the intention of the provider of the help” (p. 50).
Additionally, altruism is considered the unselfish act of caring for the welfare of others
(Slettmyr, Schandl, & Arman, 2019).
Vision
According to Patterson (2003), “Vision refers to the idea that the leader looks
forward and sees the person as a viable and worthy person, believes in the future state for
each individual, and seeks to assist each one in reaching that state” (p. 18). According to
Bass and Bass (2008), “Visions are goals that are forward-looking and meaningful to
followers” (p. 629). Further, Bass and Bass explained that “vision integrates what is
possible and what can be realized” (p. 629).
Trust
According to Patterson (2003), trust “exists as a basic element for true leadership”
(p. 23). Additionally, Patterson explained that “servant leaders model truth in the way
they coach, empower, and persuade” (p. 23). Similarly, Nwogu (2018) added to
Patterson’s definition by emphasizing that the “trust bond nurtures teamwork, confidence,
self-esteem, and even self-actualization for the followers” (p. 53).
Empowerment
For Patterson (2003), empowerment “means letting people do their jobs by
enabling them to learn, grow, and progress, and it means allowing for self-direction and
freedom to fail; all of this multiplies the followers’ strengths and trust” (p. 24). Patterson
stated that “by empowering followers, servant leaders are allowing them freedom to
proceed toward their goals, helping them make dreams reality” (p. 24). Empowering
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leaders are willing to relinquish control and authority and raise the self-efficacy of their
followers (Bass & Bass, 2008).
Service
Patterson (2003) asserted that “service is at the heart of servant leadership” (p. 6)
and explained that “service is giving of oneself and requires generosity” (p. 6).
Moreover, Patterson stated that “the servant leader sets the organizational climate by
showing others in the organization how to serve” (p. 26).
Statement of the Research Problem
A major finding that is clear from decades of school research is that effective
leadership is an essential characteristic of effective schools. Accordingly, in their study
covering 35 years of school leadership research and 1.4 million students, Marzano et al.
(2005) concluded that “leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all
school-related factors contributed to what students learn in school” (p. 26).
Although decades of research point to the influence and operation of effective
leadership in schools, why then are students of poverty still being left behind? The
problem may be that the focus has been on leadership principles and styles that are
incongruent with contemporary societal values and priorities. With this in mind, Crowley
(2011) asserted that “traditional leadership has not evolved and is failing, contributing to
a record number of people that hate their jobs and are effectively disengaged at work” (p.
10). Indeed, this high level of dissatisfied employees is evident in public education
where teacher turnover rate is higher than ever in both elementary and secondary schools
(Gray, 2018; Ingersoll, 2012). On the other hand, Hirschy et al. (2014) claimed that
servant leadership has emerged as a “global style of leadership positioned to meet the
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unique challenges facing leaders in culturally diverse cross-cultural communities” (p. 97).
Additionally, Gandolfi and Stone (2018) proposed that servant leadership has the
potential to meet today’s workforce and societal challenges.
Despite a surge in servant leadership research in the past decade (Nwogu, 2011),
there are still many questions about how servant leadership works and concerns that as a
theoretical model, it has yet to be fully operationalized, especially in the educational
setting (Gandolfi & Stone, 2018). Slater (2018) asserted that “there has yet to be
sufficient research measuring servant leadership’s effect on organizational effectiveness
within the educational setting” (p. 7). Accordingly, literature shows only very limited
studies on the relationship between servant leadership, school culture, and student
achievement. That aside, given the high demands and challenges faced by school
principals leading Title I schools, servant leadership principles may offer a framework
that informs principals on the development of a culture of high student performance.
Specifically, middle school principals leading Title I schools charged with successful
student outcomes could benefit from an understanding of the effectiveness of an
operationalized servant leadership model and the impact on developing a culture of high
performance.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore and describe Title I
middle school principals’ perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs
developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high performance.
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Research Questions
Central Research Question
What is the impact of Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership constructs on
establishing a culture of high performance as perceived by middle school principals of
Title I middle schools?
Subquestions
1. What is the impact of the agapao leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
2. What is the impact of the humility leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
3. What is the impact of the altruism leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
4. What is the impact of the vision leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
5. What is the impact of the trust leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
6. What is the impact of the empowerment leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
7. What is the impact of the service leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
Significance of the Problem
The focus of this study was to explore Title I public middle school principals’
perceived impact of servant leadership on establishing a culture of high performance.
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Specifically, the study seeks to provide insight into how Patterson’s (2003) seven servant
leadership constructs are applied in Title I schools and how the constructs might
influence a culture of high performance.
School principals are public servants. They work collaboratively with
stakeholders with the main responsibility of serving students, their families, and the
community. The role and responsibilities of today’s school principal are wide-ranging
and demanding. The school principal is a leader, an evaluator, a communicator, a
facilitator, a mediator, a problem solver, a supervisor, and an instructional coach, to name
a few (Cunningham & Cordeiro, 2003). In their extensive review of research on effective
school leadership, Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, and Hopkins (2006) concluded
that “leadership has very significant effects on the quality of school organization and
upon pupil learning” (p. 14).
Consequently, servant leadership has the potential to meet the demands of the
school by fully cultivating a culture that inspires and empowers the school staff. Servant
leadership has grown in its popularity and relevance as it aligns with people’s desire to
have purpose and meaning in their jobs. As such, servant leadership appears to coincide
perfectly with the principal’s role as public servant—to serve. Indeed, servant leadership
is founded on the principle to lead by serving first (Greenleaf, 1970). Yet servant
leadership encompasses much more than service including foresight and vision, listening
and understanding, acceptance and empathy, awareness and perception, persuasion,
language and imagination, and conceptualization (Greenleaf, 1970). These servant
leadership qualities seem most pertinent today and definitely applicable for middle school
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principals. Hence, there is an opportunity to explore deeper the relationship between
school leadership, school culture, and student performance.
Furthermore, there is the opportunity to shed light on the topic of servant
leadership and offer conclusions about gaps in the research that, if filled, may inform
Title I middle school principals on the development of a culture of high performance.
School leaders within educational organizations, charged with successful student
outcomes, could benefit from an understanding of the effectiveness of an operationalized
servant leadership model. Additionally, the study’s findings may provide insights in
preparing and training principals and district leaders through professional development
and college course work in areas specific to servant leadership.
Definitions
This section offers theoretical and operational definitions pertinent to this study.
Theoretical definitions, sometimes known as conceptual definitions, provide meaning
from research studies. Operational definitions are specific to the manner in which terms
are used in the study and are used to provide clear meaning of terms and avoid
misunderstandings by the reader (C. M. Roberts, 2010).
Agapao love. Agapao love is to do the right thing for the right reasons. Agapao
love leaders care more for their followers than the interest of the organization resulting in
greater understanding, gratitude, kindness, forgiveness, and compassion (Gunn, 2002;
Patterson, 2003).
Altruism. Altruism is demonstrating unselfish concern for the welfare of another,
even with a risk or sacrifice against one’s personal self-interest. It involves deriving
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personal pleasure from helping and seeking what is best for others, often with an attitude
of humility, modesty, and selflessness (DeYoung, 2000; Monroe, 1994; Patterson, 2003).
Empowerment. Empowerment is entrusting power to others. Virtually giving
away power to followers and allowing them to know and feel significant and important in
their role and contribution. It requires effective listening, valuing love and equity, and an
emphasis on teamwork. Empowerment encourages risk taking and self-accountability to
accomplish tasks and work toward goals (Blanchard, 2000; Melrose, 1995; Patterson,
2003; Russell & Stone, 2002).
Humility. Humility is the importance of being humble and having modesty, not
being mistaken for meekness or the absence of strength. It is a virtue characterized by
one’s own talents and abilities and an outward rejection of self-interest while placing true
value on the recognition and success of others (Den Hartog et al., 1999).
Service. Service is the moral equivalent of giving of oneself to serve others. It
implies that leaders are focused on placing interest on others rather than on their own
interest. It can be demonstrated through the gift of time, energy, compassion, care, or
belongings. Service places others first (Patterson, 2003; Russell & Stone, 2002).
Trust. Trust is the level of confidence that one individual has in another’s
competence and his or her willingness to act in a fair, ethical, and predictable manner.
Trust is essential to organizational culture; integrity and care for others are valued by the
leader and followers (Joseph & Winston, 2005; Patterson, 2003).
Vision. A bridge from the present to the future created by a collaborative mindset,
adding meaning to the organization, sustaining higher levels of motivation, and
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withstanding challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Landsberg, 2003; Méndez-Morse, 1993;
Nanus, 1992).
Operational Definitions
For the purpose of this study the following definitions were used.
Culture of high performance. School has demonstrated a growth trend over 2
years as indicated by the California Dashboard within the state and local indicators of
academic performance in ELA and math, academic engagement, and school climate and
conditions. High performance is further delineated as a 2-year growth trend as evidenced
by scoring in the blue or green category in at least two of the four state measures and/or
an increase in at least two of the four state measures.
Middle school. A school that provides comprehensive academic instruction to
students in sixth through eighth grade.
Principal. For the purpose of this study the principal is defined as the
organizational and instructional leader of a comprehensive middle school. The principal
provides leadership and works with all staff, students, and parents to develop and
maintain a culture of high performance.
Title I school. A school that is provided financial assistance because of high
numbers or high percentages of children from low-income families. The additional
funding is provided to help ensure that all children meet challenging state academic
standards (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
Delimitations
The study was delimited to eight middle school principals in San Diego County
who represented five of the six following criteria:

18

1. Principal was currently employed at a middle school within San Diego County with a
minimum of 30 staff members.
2. Evidence of leading school with culture of high performance.
3. Principal participant had a minimum of 2 or 3 years of experience serving as principal
at their current site.
4. A minimum of 5 years’ experience in the K-12 profession.
5. Membership in professional associations in their field, such as Association of
California School Administrators (ACSA).
6. Articles, paper, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings.
Organization of the Study
This study is organized and consists of five chapters, references, and appendices.
Chapter I provides a brief overview of the background, statement of problem, research
questions, definitions, and delimitations. Chapter II presents a review and synthesis of
literature regarding education in the United States, leadership theories, role of the
principal, servant leadership, Patterson’s servant leadership theory, and Patterson’s seven
servant leadership constructs. Chapter III explains the design and methodology of the
study including data collection and analysis procedures. Chapter IV presents the data
collected for the study and describes the analysis and summary of the findings. Chapter
V discusses findings, conclusions, and recommendations for further studies.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Chapter II provides a comprehensive review of the literature pertinent to
Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership constructs. Specifically, the servant
constructs examined in this study are agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust,
empowerment, and service (Patterson, 2003). A synthesis matrix was developed (see
Appendix A) and used to organize and synthesize the literature sources into relationships
and themes to support the evolution of this review of literature.
To gain a broad understanding of servant leadership in public K-12 education, the
literature review in this chapter was organized into five sections. The first section details
education in the United States including education in the middle school years, a shift
from No Child Left Behind (NCLB) to Every Student Succeed Act (ESSA), student
achievement gaps, California’s accountability model, and an overview of poverty in
education. The second section explores the role of the principal as the school leader and
the principal’s influence on student achievement and school culture. The third section is
an overview of the theoretical foundations of leadership emphasizing the transition from
classical leadership theories to contemporary leadership theories, including an
explanation of transformational leadership. The fourth section explores the history of
servant leadership and Greenleaf’s (1970) theory on servant leadership along with the
role of servant leadership in K-12 education. The last section describes the theoretical
framework used for this study. Accordingly, Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership
constructs were selected as the framework for this study. Further, this study examines the
seven servant leadership constructs and how these constructs influence school principals
on establishing a culture of high performance.
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Education in United States
NCLB, the reauthorization of the federal Elementary and Secondary School Act
in 2001 called for increased accountability, holding states responsible for student
academic progress. Further, NCLB outlined rigid accountability provisions based on a
system of sanctions and rewards holding schools accountable for student achievement
with the goal of 100% student proficiency in ELA and math by 2014 (Martin, Sargrad, &
Batel, 2016). Critics of NCLB asserted that the federal law limited its focus only on
student success in English language arts and mathematics and created high stake
accountability measures that resulted in teaching to the test (Jones & Workman, 2016).
Despite this immense focus on accountability and standardized testing, by 2007, the
number of schools nationally not meeting the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) was at
38%, and by the end of 2011, more than 50% of schools in several states failed to make
AYP (Martin et al., 2016). In 2011, with over 48 million students in public schools in the
United States and a majority of states and schools struggling to meet the proficiency
targets required by NCLB, parents, educators, and policymakers demanded and prompted
the revision of NCLB (Martin et al., 2016).
Shift From NCLB to ESSA
In 2015, ESSA replaced NCLB. In contrast to NCLB, ESSA gives states and
districts more latitude and flexibility on how they measure student achievement and what
is measured considering multiple factors. These factors include English language
proficiency, college and career readiness, and school climate (U.S. Department of
Education, n.d.). Furthermore, according to Jones and Workman (2016), the
reauthorization of the ESSA “encourage states to re-establish what has been coined a
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well-rounded education for all students” (p. 2). Moreover, ESSA outlines the importance
of educating the whole child whereby the intellectual, physical, and social-emotional
needs of students are being met.
Besides shifting from the highly centralized NCLB law to an emphasis on greater
state flexibility, ESSA recognized the importance of effective leadership on improving
student outcomes. In particular, the ESSA emphasized more flexible fiscal options to
states to support leader preparation and leader development (De Voto & Reedy, 2019).
Of note, De Voto and Reedy (2019) pointed out that ESSA allows states to allocate an
additional 3% of their Title II funding for programs or actions that prioritize and aim to
advance educational leadership. However, De Voto and Reedy reported in their study of
the 52 consolidated state plans mandated by the ESSA law that only 21 states chose to
reserve the additional 3% of Title II for leader preparation, thereby “not addressing
education leadership to the extent ESSA affords” (p. 188).
Student Achievement Gaps
In spite of the ESSA’s whole-child approach, increased state flexibility, and fiscal
support targeting effective leadership, student achievement from 2013 to 2019 continued
to demonstrate a troubling trend. Accordingly, the National Assessment for Educational
Progress (NAEP) examination, referred to as The Nation’s Report Card, measuring
students’ performance showed a decrease in student proficiency and a widening gap
between demographic groups. A review of The Nation’s Report Card by the Southern
Education Foundation (SEF) highlighted that the 2019 NAEP data showed a regression in
students’ proficiency levels between 2017 to 2019 in both math and reading in fourth and
eighth grades except for a 1-point increase in fourth-grade math proficiency scores. In
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particular, the SEF (n.d.) identified persistent gaps between ethnic and racial groups as
well as major disparities between students who are eligible and ineligible for the National
School Lunch Program (SEF, 2019).
Since the early 1970s, there have been numerous efforts through policy, laws, and
educational movements to combat the growing achievement gap. Of note, in the 70s and
80s, two major school research movements based on effective school research and metaanalysis of research resulting in “school improvement research” led to school districts
across the country implementing key changes as a result of these research findings, many
which still exist today (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2007; Marzano et al., 2005).
However, despite these major reform efforts, subsequent studies involving the
implementation of these key changes revealed that schools that were identified as
effective did not actually close the achievement gap between noneconomically
disadvantaged students and economically disadvantaged students (Glickman et al., 2007;
Makedon, 1992).
Title I—Improving the Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged
As indicated in the 2019 NEAP results, possibly the nation’s greatest challenge is
the widening achievement gap between students of poverty and noneconomically
disadvantaged students. In fact, national efforts to address this threat have been
implemented for over 50 years. In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson signed into law the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) to provide additional resources to the
nation’s most vulnerable students with the mission of ensuring equal opportunity for all
students. ESEA is considered one of the most important education legislations in U.S.
history dedicated to improving the life of the poor, later broadening its scope to include
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support of programs for dropout prevention, students with disabilities, and English
Leaners (Gamson, McDermott, & Reed, 2015). Specifically, under ESEA, Title IImproving the Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged was established to provide
students of high-poverty schools with supplemental education funding to provide extra
academic support (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). According to the U.S.
Department of Education, the 2019 Title I budget appropriated $15.5 billion for
disadvantaged students, which supported more than 55, 906 public schools across the
country serving approximately 25 million students.
Poverty in Education
According to 2019 California math and ELA assessments there exists a 30%
achievement gap both in math and ELA between economically disadvantaged students
and noneconomically disadvantaged students (California Department of Education
[CDE], 2019). Indeed, these numbers reflect an alarming trend in U.S. public education
whereby the number of students of poverty attending public schools is now the new
majority (Suitts, 2016). Suitts (2016) outlined this troubling progression showing the
percentage of low-income public school students in the United States was less than 32%
in 1989, increasing to over 38% in 2000, then increasing to 48% in 2008, and finally in
2013, poor students became the new majority at 52%. Given this growing trend and the
widening student achievement gap between noneconomically disadvantaged students and
economically disadvantaged students, this problem is indeed a national issue of social
and educational inequality. Reardon (2013) argued that “if we do not find ways to reduce
the growing inequality in education outcomes—between the rich and the poor—schools
will no longer be the great equalizer we want them to be” (p. 10).
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In his comprehensive study of the relationship between academic achievement
and family income in the United States over the last 50 years, Reardon (2013) identified
the reading achievement gap between low-income families and high-income families
grew significantly in the last 3 decades (greater than 1.0 standard deviation on
standardized tests). Reardon concluded that there exists a growing achievement disparity
between low- and high-income students along with a significant disparity between the
two groups in other areas such as college completion rates and attendance at prestigious
universities and colleges. He further claimed that there exists a “growing social-class gap
in other important measures of adolescents’ soft skills and behaviors related to civic
engagement” (Reardon, 2013, p. 12).
California Accountability and Continuous Improvement System
In California, where over 60% of the student population (6 million students) are
economically disadvantaged, students’ test results and achievement gaps are consistent
with national trends (CDE, 2019). With the shift from NCLB to ESSA’s whole-child
approach and emphasis on a well-rounded education, California developed a new system
of support called the California School Dashboard. California’s new accountability and
continuous improvement system displays the performance of districts, schools, and
student groups on a set of measures that can be used to identify strengths and areas in
need of improvement (CDE, 2019).
The California School Dashboard and System of Support is used to report and
show parents and educators how districts, schools, and student groups are performing
across state and local measures (CDE, n.d.-b). State growth and proficiency targets are
based on current year results and whether results improved from the previous year.
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These state measures are divided into the following areas: chronic absenteeism,
suspension rate, English learner progress, graduation rate, academic performance, and
college/career. Local measures are reported to the state by school districts and county
offices of education. These local measures include parent engagement, school climate,
access to broad course of study, and a clean and safe building (CDE, n.d.-b). The
Dashboard shown in Figure 1 uses a graphic display of a gauge divided into five different
color segments that represent the five levels of performance on each of the state
measures.

Figure 1. Performance gauge meter illustrating the five different colored segments
representing the five levels of performance for each applicable state measure. From
California School Dashboard and System of Support, California Department of
Education, n.d.-b (https://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/aC/cm/).

Regarding academic performance criteria, the state measures performance based
on the Smarter Balanced Summative Assessments (SBAC) for English language
arts/literacy (ELA) and mathematics. The SBAC is administered near the end of each
school year to students in Grades 3 through 8 and 11. Student performance on the SBAC
as outlined in the California School Dashboard and System of Support is determined
based on how far the average student is from meeting grade-level standard, which is
referred to as the Distance from Standard (CDE, n.d.-b). The Distance from Standard or
(DFS) is calculated based on scale score that is first compared to the “Standard Met”
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threshold. This threshold score is set by the CDE for each performance level and is
different for each grade level. According to the California School Dashboard (CDE, n.d.a), “Using scale scores, rather than reporting on the percent of students who performed at
or above the ‘Standard Met,’ provides a more comprehensive picture of how all students
at the school are performing on the SBAC” (p. 1).
According to the 2019 California School Dashboard (CDE, n.d.-b), the state
summary results showed high performance in the graduation rate and English language
arts, and moderate performance in suspension rate and the college/career measure.
However, the state summary results showed low performance in the chronic absenteeism
and mathematics. Although the new California accountability system showed some
progress in four of the six measures, closer examination of the data revealed significant
low achievement results. In fact, 2019 ELA and math assessment results show that over
50% and over 60% of students, respectively, are not meeting grade-level standards, and a
30% achievement gap both in math and ELA between noneconomically disadvantaged
students and economically disadvantaged students (CDE, 2019).
Middle School Years
The challenges of middle school education have been studied for over 50 years
and are considerably distinct from the challenges of elementary and high school
education yet less understood (Arth et al., 2004). In fact, middle schools emerged in the
1970s and 1980s in response to research indicating that junior high schools needed to be
more responsive to the needs of early adolescents, particularly in response to the distinct
social, emotional, and physical developmental needs of early adolescents (Santrock,
2001; Schurr, Thomason, & Thompson, 1996). The transition from elementary school to
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a more impersonal structure of middle school marks a significant change for students. In
elementary school, students are typically in class with one teacher for most of the day. In
contrast, with the transition from elementary school to middle school, students may have
six to eight teachers throughout the day. Along with this dramatic schooling change,
early adolescents are simultaneously experiencing a multitude of changes. These changes
include puberty, developmental growth in cognition, social and emotional development,
psychological development, physical development along with an introduction to more
heterogeneous and culturally diverse peers and an increased focus on their achievement
as measured by assessments (Santrock, 2001). Further, adding to the stress of early
adolescents is the constant bombardment of the ideal body and over exposure to violence,
drugs, and sexual content through social media, which only confounds the middle school
student’s attitude, self-identity, self-esteem, social awareness, and social behavior.
In 1989, the Carnegie Foundation Task Force on Education of Adolescent
Development released its groundbreaking report titled Turning Points: Preparing
American Youth for the 21st Century: The Report of the Task Force on Education of
Young Adolescents that highlighted and gave considerable visibility to the failing state of
U.S. middle schools and outlined recommendations both in policy and practice that were
implemented in public schools across the country (Schurr et al., 1996). The Turning
Points report emphasized the importance of the interconnection of eight principles
(Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989; Santrock, 2001; Stevenson & Erb,
1998):
• Creating small communities within the school
• Engaging parents
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• Involving the community
• Improving the health and wellness of students
• Staffing middle schools with teachers who are experts teaching young adolescents
• Empowering teachers and administrators
• Connecting schools with communities
• Teaching core curriculum.
Stevenson and Erb (1998) explained that these eight principles are interconnected like a
web and support and reinforce each other with the goal of ensuring the success of all
students. Although the eight recommendations made in the Turning Points report did not
specifically include the school principal’s role in transforming middle schools,
implementation of the eight recommendations ultimately rely on the leadership of the
school principal.
As a result of Turning Points report, in the early 1990s with the support and
guidance of the Carnegie Foundation and the Center for Collaborative Education, middle
school reform was implemented nationwide based on the Turning Points eight principles.
Moreover, initial research findings of middle schools implementing the Turning Points
recommendations showed positive improvement in student achievement (Center for
Collaborative Education, 2001; Santrock, 2001). Despite the Turning Points reform
efforts and 3 decades of middle school restructuring and reconceptualization, middle
school student achievement data nationwide continue to indicate a troubling trend.
The 2019 NEAP report shows a regression in students’ proficiency levels between
2017 and 2019 in both math and reading for students nationally in eighth grade (The
Nation’s Report Card, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). Further, according to the CDE, a 5-year summary
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(2015 to 2019) of state assessment results showed a persistent percentage of students not
meeting standards in Grades 7 and 8 (Ed-Data, n.d.).
Further compounding the challenges of middle school education are the barriers
caused by poverty. Suitts (2016) asserted that students of poverty “need the most
assistance in and out of school” and are “generally more likely to have developmental
issues and to score low on school tests, fall behind in school, get entangled with the
criminal justice system, and fail to graduate from high school or attain a college degree”
(p. 37). Given the immense demands required of school principals such as managing,
budgeting, leading instruction, implementing intervention supports, evaluating programs,
and communicating with stakeholders coupled with the persistent challenges of poverty,
effective leadership may be the key to the academic success of middle school education.
Accordingly, in the seminal research report by Leithwood et al. (2004), the authors
concluded that “leadership effects are usually largest where and when they are needed
most, especially when we think of leaders in formal administrative roles, the greater the
challenge the greater the impact of their actions on learning” (p. 5). Indeed, educational
reform in middle school education is as relevant today as it was 30 years ago.
Role of the Principal
The role and leadership of the school principal are fundamental to the school’s
success and are essential to school reform. Marzano (2003) argued that the school leader
is the foundation for change at all levels—school-level, teacher-level, and student-level.
However, over the years, the responsibilities and work of the principal have increased
substantially adding to the complexity and challenges encountered by the principal.
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Indeed, the principal must be able to effectively lead and manage the school along with
balancing many roles and responsibilities. Peterson (2001) stated,
[The principal must] take care of a myriad of problems, dilemmas, and daily tasks
that keep the school functioning, the organizational culture vibrant, and school
reform moving forward, principals now also are responsible for shared decision
making, decentralized budgeting, collaborative planning, and increased
accountability. (p. 18)
In fact, the major role and extensive responsibilities required by the school
principal to effectively lead and empower his or her staff are highlighted by the National
Center for School Leadership (NCSL), California Professional Standards for Educational
Leaders (CPSELs), and the CDE. The NCSL identified several key roles of an effective
leader or principal (National Center on Education and the Economy, n.d.):
• Create shared vision
• Coordinate curriculum
• Attract, develop, and retain talented teachers and school staff
• Strengthen school culture
• Lead instructional improvement
• Support school staff
• Use data to inform decisions
• Monitor student progress
• Engage parents and the community
• Mobilize resources for learning.
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Similarly, the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing (2014) developed the
CPSELs, which established six key standards that outline effective leadership:
• Development and Implementation of a Shared Vision
• Instructional Leadership
• Management and Learning Environment
• Family and Community Engagement
• Ethics and Integrity
• External Context and Policy. (p. 3)
In 2008, the CDE published 12 recommendations for middle school success titled,
Taking Center Stage—Act II (TCSII): Ensuring Success and Closing the Achievement
Gap for All of California’s Middle Grades Students. Specifically, the resource
publication identified 13 skills middle school principals must know (CDE, n.d.-d):
•

Help staff members recognize and meet the developmental needs of
adolescents.

•

Create caring communities within the larger school community.

•

Develop and support teacher leaders within the teaching teams.

•

Articulate with feeder elementary and destination high schools.

•

Initiate flexible scheduling that provides enrichment, standards-based
curricula, electives, relationship-building, and interventions.

•

Communicate high expectations and help young adolescents rise to the
challenge of increased rigor at the middle grade level.

•

Connect parents and the community to support student achievement.

•

Provide counseling and health supports for students who need them.
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•

Ensure safe and welcoming facilities.

•

Provide technology, library/media centers, and state board-adopted,
developmentally appropriate instructional materials.

•

Plan and provide professional development experiences that will equip
teachers to deliver relevant and engaging standards-based lessons,
differentiated instruction, and interventions.

•

Lead teacher teams in analyzing and using assessment data to guide
instruction.

•

Manage fiscal resources to maximize learning. (p. 10)

In short, taking into account the key roles listed by NCSL, the six standards of the
CPSELs, and the 13 skills identified by the CDE, middle school principals must not only
be able to manage the school and deal with all the daily expectations and challenges, but
also be responsible for setting the vision for the school, empowering the staff, and
building positive relationships with all stakeholders. Cunningham and Cordeiro (2003)
claimed that “the ultimate assessment of all educational leaders remains whether they
promote the success of all students” (p. 28). Given these countless responsibilities,
servant leadership with its focus on serving the follower seems most suited for the middle
school principal’s goal of empowering their staff and thus ensuring the unique needs of
their students are being met.
The Role of the Principal on Student Achievement
Although the meaning of culture can be nebulous and hard to define, one aspect
of school culture that can be clearly defined and measured is student achievement.
Specifically, research shows that effective principals have significant impact on student
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achievement (Dhuey & Smith, 2014; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood & Mascall,
2008; Marzano et al., 2005). According to the findings in their seminal meta-analysis
study of 69 studies involving approximately 1.4 million students, Marzano et al. (2005)
pointed out that an effective principal can have dramatic influence on student
achievement but also can have a negative impact on student achievement if the principal
is ineffective.
More importantly, from their meta-analysis study, Marzano et al. (2005)
identified 21 principal leadership behaviors or relationships that affect student
achievement (see Table 1). Although the authors acknowledged that many of these
leadership relationships have been examined in research and literature for decades, their
findings were one of the first to provide statistically significant correlations between
principal leadership and student achievement, thereby adding value and insight and
affirming the importance of effective school leadership in schools (Marzano et al., 2005).
In their extensive review of research literature on leadership and student
achievement, Leithwood et al. (2004) suggested two key claims:
1) Leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-related
factors that contribute to what students learn at school.
2) Leadership effects are usually largest where and when they are needed most.
(p. 5)
Further, Leithwood et al. concluded that there are three core leadership practices that are
linked to improved student learning: setting direction, developing people, and redesigning
the organization.
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Table 1
Twenty-One Responsibilities and Their Correlations (r) With Student Academic
Achievement
Responsibility

Average r

Situational awareness
Flexibility
Discipline
Outreach
Monitoring/evaluating
Culture
Order
Resources
Knowledge of curriculum, instruction, & assessment
Input
Change agent

.33
.28
.27

Focus
Contingent rewards
Intellectual stimulation
Communication
Ideals/beliefs
Involvement in curriculum, instruction, and assessment
Visibility
Optimizer
Affirmation
Relationships

.24

.25

.23
.22
.20
.20
.19
.18

Note. Adapted from School Leadership That Works: From Research to Results, by
Marzano, McNulty, and Waters, 2005, Aurora, CO: Mid-Continent Research for
Education.
To sum up, the impact of the principal on student achievement has been
documented, and the ability of the principal to lead the school effectively may be the key
to close the student achievement gap.
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Culture of High Performance
The demands of the principal are immense and complex. The principal’s role,
more than ever, is critical in transforming and creating a school that fosters a culture of
high performance. Over the years, research has shown the school leader has significant
influence on the school’s culture (Barth, 2006; Goleman, 2006; Gruenert, 2005; Marzano
et al., 2005; Peterson & Deal, 1998; Reeves, 2009; Stolp & Smith, 1995; Wriston, 2007).
In their book, Transforming School Culture: Stories, Symbols, Values, and the
Leader’s Role, authors Stolp and Smith (1995) provided evidence from a review of
research regarding the importance of school culture. From their review of studies and
research on school culture, Stolp and Smith confirmed that school culture has an
impact on student and teacher motivation, teacher collaboration, school reform,
community building, and student achievement.
The definition of culture varies throughout the literature. Tłuściak-Deliowska,
Dernowska, and Gruenert (2017) pointed out that although there is no universal definition
of school culture, every school has its own distinct culture. Stolp and Smith (1995)
defined “school culture as historically transmitted patterns of meaning that include the
norms, values, beliefs, traditions, and myths understood, maybe in varying degrees, by
members of the school community” (p. 13). With this definition in mind, a culture of
high performance may seem vague and immeasurable. To this point, Wriston (2007)
stated that “a high-performance culture is a ‘mind-set’ with accompanying and
reinforcing habits, practices, and routines about how to optimally engage one’s human
resources in order to optimize long-term team/organizational performance” (p. 9).
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However, linking culture to student performance provides a concrete measure
to show the overall effectiveness of the school. In particular, in contrast to NCLB
strict emphasis on student achievement, the California School Dashboard measures
academic performance and also focuses on school climate and academic engagement
within the school. According to Stolp and Smith (1995), “The lens of culture allows
school leaders to shape learning experiences with an eye toward the health of the
school community, which inevitably determines the direction and effectiveness of
education” (p. 83). To this point, Barth (2002) asserted,
A school’s culture has far more influence on life and learning in the schoolhouse
than the president of the country, the state department of education, the
superintendent, the school board, or even the principal, teachers, and parents can
ever have. (p. 6)
In short, principals create and shape the school culture through their actions,
inactions, their words, values, verbal and nonverbal communication, and attitudes
(Peterson & Deal, 1998). Tłuściak-Deliowska et al. (2017) asserted the “school culture
affects the overall performance and effectiveness of the school” (p. 13). Gruenert (2000)
claimed that “culture provides the context in which the whole educational process
occurs” (p. 14). Peterson and Deal (1998) pointed out that the school leaders are vital
in shaping the school culture and identified specific ways in which school leaders
shape the culture of the school:
•

They communicate core values in what they say and do.

•

They honor and recognize those who have worked to serve the students and
the purpose of the school.
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•

They observe rituals and traditions to support the school’s heart and soul.

•

They recognize heroes and heroines and the work these exemplars
accomplish.

•

The eloquently speak of the deeper mission of the school.

•

They celebrate the accomplishments of the staff, the students, and the
community.

•

They preserve the focus on students by recounting stories of success and
achievement. (p. 30)

Schein (2010) claimed that “cultural understanding is desirable for all of us, but it is
essential to leaders if they are to lead” (p. 22). Therefore, by understanding the many
different elements that constitute a school culture and how they interplay, the principal
has the opportunity to shape and build a positive school culture that may lead to a
culture of high performance.
Leadership
Leadership is interwoven into all aspects of our lives and exists in every society,
past and present (Bass & Bass, 2008). Bass and Bass (2008) asserted that “leadership is a
universal phenomenal” (p. 3). Yukl (2002) agreed, stating that leadership “touches
everyone’s life” (p. 1). Indeed, the influence of leadership is as relevant today as it was
100 years ago, and even back thousands of years ago. In fact, Bass and Bass (2008)
stated that the written principles of leadership can be traced all the way back to the
emergence of civilization.
Bass and Bass (2008) explained that these written principles of leadership date
back over 5,000 years in Egyptian hieroglyphs to more specific writings about the
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leadership traits of the pharaoh found in the Instructions of Ptahhotep dating back to
2300 B.C. Further, written principles of leadership are found in the writing of Confucius
and Lao-tzu in 6th century B.C.E., followed by extensive writing on the principles of
leadership dating back to the 3rd century B.C.E. by Roman and Greek authors such as
Cicero, Marcus Aurelius, Plato, Aristotle, and Plutarch (Bass & Bass, 2008; Burns,
2005). Additionally, Bass and Bass (2008) pointed out that the ancient Roman and Greek
writings on leadership had much influence during the Renaissance and modern periods,
including considerable influence on the founding fathers of the United States during the
deliberations at the Constitutional Convention in 1787.
To this point, Yukl (2002) asserted that the subject of leadership has been a topic
of great interest among people for thousands of years, and he explained that the
“widespread fascination with leadership may be because it is such a mysterious process”
(p. 1). Furthermore, Yukl (2002) pointed out that “leadership has long been a subject of
speculation,” and notes that “scientific research on leadership did not begin until the
twentieth century” (p. 2). In particular, over the years, the concept and theory of
leadership, and specifically the definition of leadership, has been argued, debated, and
taken on countless interpretations and meanings in essays, research studies, and books
(Bass & Bass, 2008; Yukl, 2002). According to Yukl (2002),
Leadership is the process of influencing others to understand and agree about
what needs to be done and how it can be done effectively, and the process of
facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish the shared objectives.
(p. 7)
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Rost (1993) defined leadership differently. He stated that “leadership is an
influence relationship among leaders and their collaborators who intend real changes that
reflect their mutual purposes (p. 99). Kouzes and Posner (2012) opined that “leadership
is about relationships, about credibility, and about what you do” (p. 329). The definitions
of leadership, indeed, are numerous and vary substantially. In his book, Leadership for
the Twenty-First Century, Rost (1993) highlighted the review of hundreds of research
publications on leadership and identified over 220 different definitions of leadership
(Bass & Bass, 2008; Rost, 1993). As a result of these varying definitions, Rost (1993)
asserted that both scholars and practitioners have not been able to “define leadership with
precision, accuracy, and conciseness” (p. 6). Further, Bass and Bass (2008) identified
distinct themes of leadership definitions over the last century as outlined in Table 2.
Further complicating the ambiguity and understanding of leadership is the
evolution and expansion of leadership as a theory over the last century. Nwogu (2011)
reported that “there are at least 17 major theories that reflect the progression of leadership
theory from 1900 to the present,” and such progressions “reflect a focus on the leader as
an individual to a focus on others, and then on to the dynamics of the leader-follower
relationship” (p. 18). The information age marked a major shift away from authoritative
leadership as workers once expected very little in return for work outside of pay to a
belief that the work environment should be meaningful and encouraging and involve
shared decision making and be supportive of both personal and professional growth (Bass
& Bass, 2008; Crowley, 2011; Nwogu, 2011; Stone & Patterson, 2005). Specifically, the
“major leadership theories that emerged during the information age period included
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transactional leadership, ethical leadership, and transformational leadership” (Nwogu,
2011, p. 31).

Table 2
Leadership Definition Themes by Decade
Decade

Leadership definitions

1920s

The definition of leadership was focused on the will of the leader on those
led and inducing obedience, respect, loyalty, and cooperation

1930s

The definition of leadership was considered a process through which the
many were organized to move in a specific way by the leader

1940s

The definition of leadership was the ability to persuade and direct beyond
the effects of power, position, or circumstances

1950s

Leadership was focused on what leaders did in groups and the authority
accorded to leaders by the group members

1960s

The definition of leadership was focused on the influence to move others in
a shared direction

1970s

Leadership was associated with the leader’s influence seen as discretionary
and as varying from one member to another

1980s

Leadership was considered as inspiring others to take some purposeful
actions

1990s

The definition of leadership encompassed the influence of the leader and
the followers who intended to make real changes that reflected their
common purpose
The definition of leadership focus on the leader being seen as the person
most responsible and accountable for the organization’s actions

2000s

Note. Adapted from The Bass Handbook of Leadership: Theory, Research, and
Managerial Applications, by Bass and Bass, 2008, New York, NY: Simon and Schuster.

Transformational Leadership
In response to the shift in worker needs, leadership models have progressed to
adapt to people’s desire to thrive and connect emotionally to their work (Crowley, 2011).
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Of note, transformational leadership is “based on the leader’s ability to induce followers
to transcend self-interest for the sake of the organization” (Yukl, 2002, p. 267). In other
words, transformational leadership requires the leader to work from the inside out to
empower and motivate his followers to commit to the organization’s objectives (Nwogu,
2011; Patterson, 2003; Yukl, 2002). According to Yukl (2002), “With transformational
leadership, the followers feel trust, admiration, loyalty, and respect toward the leader, and
they are motivated to do more that they originally expected to do” (p. 253). Indeed,
employee empowerment and motivation are at the heart of transformational leadership.
Transformational leaders have the skill and ability to inspire shared vision.
According to Kouzes and Posner (2012), only shared visions have the magnetic power to
sustain commitment over time. Transformational leaders have the ability to enlist others
and ignite their passion for a common cause. These leaders find ways to get
extraordinary things done by going beyond reason and engaging the hearts as well as the
minds of their stakeholders. Visions are about hopes, dreams, aspirations, and ideals.
Transformational leaders understand this and find ways to awaken the vision of others
rather than imposing their vision of the future on people (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). To
put it briefly, transformational leaders connect others to what is most meaningful in the
shared vision.
Not only do transformational leaders create shared vision, but they also have the
ability to animate or breathe life into their visions. Transformational leaders have the
ability to paint a picture of the future, one that enables stakeholders to experience
viscerally what it would be like to actually live and work in an exciting and uplifting
future (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Through their actions and enthusiasm, transformational
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leaders are able to unite, inspire, and lift people to higher calling. Transformational
leaders generate passion for a shared vision by continually communicating and showing
their stakeholders their emphatic belief in the vision.
Moreover, transformational leaders excel at creating shared responsibility by
fostering and building collaboration within the organization. These leaders achieve high
levels of collaboration by building trust with the people they work with. According to
Kouzes and Posner (2012), trust is a strong, significant predictor of employee
satisfaction, the quality of communication, honest sharing of information, acceptance of
change, acceptance of the leader’s influence, and team and organization performance.
Simply put, “without trust you cannot lead, or get great things accomplished” (Kouzes &
Posner, 2012, p. 239).
Additionally, transformation leaders use this climate of trust to build strong
relationships with people in the organization that drives collaboration. Transformational
leaders recognize that working on relationships takes time, effort, and know-how
(Bradberry & Greaves, 2012). Further, transformational leaders explicitly communicate
the importance of collaboration, and create systems within the organization that foster
cooperation and teamwork. Transformational leaders listen to their stakeholders and
show their vulnerable side at times to their organization. In summary, transformational
leaders have a clear commitment to collaboration and understand that fostering and
building relationships is key to the success of the organization.
Servant Leadership
Servant leadership can be considered a subset or extension of transformational
leadership (Patterson, 2003). In fact, according to Stone et al. (2004), the two theoretical
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frameworks have many similarities and are complementary. Specifically, they identified
several characteristics that both leadership theories encompass (Stone et al., 2004):
•

Influence

•

Vision

•

Trust

•

Respect

•

Credibility

•

Risk-sharing or delegating

•

Integrity

•

Modeling. (p. 354)

However, there is a key difference between the two theories that distinguishes
servant leadership from transformational leadership theory. Transformational leadership
focuses on the allegiance to the organization, yet at the heart of servant leadership is its
emphasis on the well-being of the followers or individuals rather than the organization
and its objectives (Patterson, 2003; van Dierendonck, 2011). Stone et al. (2004) posited,
The extent to which the leader is able to shift the primary focus of his or her
leadership from the organization to the follower is the distinguishing factor in
determining whether the leader may be a transformational or servant leader. (p.
354)
According to Spears (2010), the “servant leader recognizes the tremendous responsibility
to do everything in his or her power to nurture the personal and professional growth of
employees and colleagues” (p. 26). Of note, Bass and Bass (2008), suggested that
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“transformational leadership may be more relevant in a dynamic, changing environment;
servant leadership may be more applicable in a stable environment” (p. 626).
Servant leadership theory is grounded on the premise that the servant leader is
servant first (Greenleaf, 1970). In other words, servant leaders’ highest priority is serving
the needs of their followers and fostering their aspirations. Spears (2010) emphasized
that “servant leadership seeks to involve others in decision making, is strongly based in
ethical and caring behavior, and enhances the growth of workers while improving the
caring and quality of organizational life” (p. 25). Likewise, Gandolfi and Stone (2018)
stated that servant leaders “put their own needs after the needs of those they serve” (p.
265). Indeed, there is a clear distinction between transformational leadership theory and
servant leadership theory as demonstrated by the servant leadership’s focus on serving
the followers rather to the organization.
Origins of Servant Leadership
Although servant leadership as a model emerged during the information age,
servant leadership dates back thousands of years and can be traced to the writings of
Aristotle and Confucius (Gandolfi & Stone, 2018; Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002). Of note,
Sendjaya and Sarros (2002) explained that “Jesus was the first to introduce the notion of
servant leadership to everyday human endeavor” (p. 58). Over 2,000 years ago, Biblical
accounts demonstrated that Jesus Christ taught and practiced servant leadership
(Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002). According to Porter (2016), “Jesus is by definition a true
servant leader” (p. 7). In fact, Jesus Christ as servant is documented throughout the
scriptures. Kumar (2010) highlighted a few examples from scriptures that reference
Jesus as servant (Table 3).
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Table 3
References in the Holy Bible That Refer to Jesus Christ as Servant
Jesus as servant

Reference

Servant of the LORD; brings salvation to the ends of the
earth
Servant of the Lord; man for others, patient, gentle,
brings justice to the nations
Obedient servant; giving sustains the weary
Suffering servant; wise, sacrificing, justifies many
Servant of all
Lamb of God who lays down his life for the sheep
Servant who washes dirty feet
Crucified, resurrected, and glorified servant

Isaiah 49
Isaiah 42 & Matthew
12:15-21
Isaiah 50
Isaiah 52:13-53:12
Mark 9:33-37, 10:42-45
John 1:29, 36: Philippians
2:5-8
John 13
Acts 3:13-16, 4:8-31

Note. From “A New Culture of Leadership: Service Over Self,” by K. Kumar, 2010,
Journal of Christian Nursing, 27(1), p. 49.

The most widely known account of Jesus Christ demonstrating servant leadership
is his act of washing the feet of his disciples in the Gospel of John, Chapter 13 (Sendjaya
& Sarros, 2002). At the time, washing of someone’s feet was customarily done by
servants or by a low-ranking family member, and washing someone’s feet was
considered one of the most demeaning tasks a person would perform (Ford, 1991;
Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002). Moreover, after Jesus washed the feet of his disciples, He
made it clear to them that they too needed to lead by serving others stating, “I have set
you an example that you should do as I have done for you” (John 13: 13-15 New
International Version Bible; Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002). Indeed, this humble act by Jesus
Christ exemplified leadership by first serving.
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Although the origins of servant leadership can be traced to the founder of
Christianity, Jesus Christ, there is a definitive difference between today’s servant
leadership theory and the biblical based theory of servant leadership. Service to others
was, indeed, the hallmark of Jesus Christ’s leadership. However, service to others was
not His only leadership characteristic, nor was it at the core of Jesus Christ’s leadership.
Instead, for Jesus, service to God is first and fundamentally at the heart of His teachings
(Beadles, 2000). Beadles (2000) pointed out that “in Isaiah 53:11, in a Messianic
prophesy where the Lord is speaking, Christ is referred to as ‘My Servant,’ thus,
arguably, the first reference of Christ’s service has the perspective of service to God first”
(p. 33). Similarly, Porter (2016) asserted that “Jesus is first obedient to God with the
ultimate goal of showing all of humanity the way to Heaven” (p. 7).
Greenleaf Theory of Servant Leadership
Similar to the origin of Christianity over 2,000 years ago, an origin of servant
leadership as a contemporary theory can be traced to the seminal writing of one man,
Robert K. Greenleaf. Larry C. Spears, the former President and CEO of The Robert K.
Greenleaf Center for Servant-Leadership pointed out that “Robert K. Greenleaf coined
the term servant-leadership to describe the kind of leadership that he felt was largely
missing from organizations” (Greenleaf, 1998, p. xix). In 1970, Robert K. Greenleaf
published his influential essay titled, The Servant as Leader, which grew into a new and
counterculture view of leadership (Carroll, 2013). The renowned Peter Senge (as cited in
Greenleaf, 2002) asserted that Greenleaf’s essay, The Servant as Leader, was the “most
singular and useful statement on leadership that I have read in the last 20 years” (p. 51)
and further claimed that the “impact of Servant Leadership to be greater in the next
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twenty-five years than the past twenty-five years” (as cited in Greenleaf, 1998, p. 343).
Dr. Ken Blanchard (as cited in Greenleaf, 2002), author of Leading at a High Level,
affirmed the influence of Greenleaf’s essay and stated, “I believe that servant-leadership
has never been more applicable to the world of leadership than it is today” (p. 49).
Robert K. Greenleaf was born and raised in Indiana and spent nearly 40 years
working as a manger, researcher, and executive at AT&T until his retirement in 1964.
Additionally, he was a visiting lecturer at M.I.T. Sloan School of Management and
Harvard Business School and held teaching positions at the University of Virginia and
Dartmouth College (Greenleaf, 2002). Robert K. Greenleaf’s idea of The Servant as
Leader emerged from a combination of decades of work in organizational leadership and
his concern with the conflicts and massive societal and ideological problems unfolding
during the 60s (Greenleaf, 1970). To this point, Greenleaf (1970) wrote, “I concluded
that we in this country were in a leadership crisis and that I should do what I could about
it” (p. 10). However, it was not until Greenleaf read Herman Hesse’s Journey to the East
that ultimately led to the writing of his influential essay, The Servant as Leader.
In his essay, Greenleaf (1970) explained the influence Hesse’s story had on his
writing. In Journey to the East, the main character Leo is a servant with a band of men
on a long journey. During the journey, Leo disappears, and soon after the group of men
abandon the journey after falling into dismay. It was Leo, the servant, through his caring,
good nature and spirit that had sustained the group of men throughout the journey before
disappearing. After several years, the narrator finds Leo and discovers that he is actually
the head of the Order that had sponsored the journey and is in fact a great and noble
leader (Greenleaf, 1970). Hesse’s story solidified Greenleaf’s idea of servant leadership.
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Greenleaf (1970) pointed out that Hesse’s story “clearly says-the great leader is seen as
servant first, and that simple fact is the key to his greatness” (p. 9). Further, Greenleaf
explained, “Leo was actually the leader all of the time, but he was servant first because
that was what he was, deep down inside” (p. 9).
For Greenleaf (1970), “The servant-leader is servant first. . . . It begins with the
natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first” (p. 15). Another essential point for
Greenleaf was his argument that the servant leader is sharply different from the person
who is leader first. This point is best highlighted in the following Greenleaf quote, and
according to van Dierendonck (2011), this quote from his essay might be “the closest we
have of a definition as written down by Greenleaf himself” (p. 1230). Greenleaf (1970)
stated,
The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant first to make sure
that other people’s highest priority needs are being served. The best test, and
difficult to administer, is: do those served grow as persons; do they, while being
served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves
to become servants? And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will
they benefit, or at least, will they not be furthered deprived? (p. 15)
In his essay, Greenleaf (1970) acknowledged that his thesis of servant as leader is
not popular and in fact a contradiction. Indeed, servant and leader are opposites, and a
leader that serves is an oxymoron. For many, it can be difficult to understand how one
can both lead and serve (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002; Spears, 2010). Regarding this point,
Greenleaf explained that combining servant and leader was a logical and intuitive
approach for him (Spears, 2005). However, he emphasized the influence Leo played in
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Hesse’s story in conceptualizing his idea of servant as leader. According to Greenleaf
(1970), Leo’s “servant nature was the real man, not bestowed, not assumed, and not to be
taken away. He was servant first” (p. 9). Bass and Bass (2008) suggested that “for
leaders who care, service is an obligation, not a burden” (p. 554). According to Slater
(2018), “Greenleaf referenced that through awareness, foresight, and skill for listening,
the servant leader could hone in on the needs of followers” (p. 31). Spears (2005)
explained that “servant leadership emphasizes increased service to others, a holistic
approach to work, promoting a sense of community, and the sharing of power in decision
making” (p. 30). Over the years, there have been numerous expansions and variations of
Greenleaf’s thesis on servant leadership. Yet Greenleaf’s belief of leaders as a servant
and their duty to serve his followers has been clearly affirmed over the years (Bass &
Bass, 2008; Coetzer, Bussin, & Geldenhuys, 2017; Patterson, 2003; Russell & Stone,
2002; Spears, 2005; van Dierendonck, 2011).
Patterson’s Theory of Servant Leadership
The seminal writing and research by Kathleen A. Patterson expanded on
Greenleaf’s premise of servant leadership (Patterson, 2003). Specifically, Patterson
(2003) published her research in 2003, titled Servant Leadership: A Theoretical Model,
which served as the theoretical framework for this study. Patterson posited that “servant
leadership theory accounts for a leadership phenomenon that is previously unaccounted
for by transformational leadership theory (i.e., the phenomenon of focusing attention on
the follower instead of on the organization)” (p. 5). Further, Patterson pointed out that
“researchers have desired to measure the concept of servant leadership, however with no
defined constructs, the measurement issue has been more dreamed about than an actual
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reality” (p. 1). Hence, as an extension of transformational leadership theory and as an
expansion of Greenleaf’s work, Patterson developed her servant leadership model and
divided it into seven constructs. Figure 2 illustrates Patterson’s seven constructs of
servant leadership. Additionally, Patterson referred to these seven constructs as virtuous
and grounded her study as follows:
The servant leader is guided by virtues within. The following virtuous constructs
define servant leaders and shape their attitudes, characteristics, and behavior. The
servant leader (a) demonstrates agapao love, (b) acts with humility, (c) is
altruistic, (d) is visionary for the followers, (e) is trusting, (f) empowers followers,
and (g) is serving. (p. 8)

Humility

Vision

Agapao
Love

Empowerment
Altruism

Service

Trust

Figure 2. Patterson’s servant leadership constructs. From Servant Leadership: A
Theoretical Model, by K. A. Patterson, 2003, Doctoral dissertation, retrieved from
ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database (UMI No. 3082719).

For Patterson (2003), the central difference between transformational leadership
and servant leadership gave rise to the development of her servant leadership model. To
this point, Patterson proposed that “there are phenomena that do not appear to be
explained by transformational leadership, specifically those leadership behaviors that
appear to be completely altruistic in respect to the follower” (p. 1). According to Bass
and Bass (2008), transformational leaders “motivate followers to go beyond their own
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self-interests for the good of the group, leadership, organization, or society” (p. 50). In
contrast, Patterson (2003) argued that the organization and its objectives are secondary,
and more importantly, the well-being of the follower is at the heart of servant leadership.
Spears (2010) agreed and pointed out that “servant leaders believe that people
have an intrinsic value beyond their tangible contributions as workers” (p. 26). Similarly,
Yukl (2002) pointed out that “a servant leader must attend to the needs of the follower
and help them become healthier, wiser, and more willing to accept the responsibilities”
(p. 404).
Over the last 4 decades, there have been numerous authors who have expanded on
Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory, which has contributed to the proliferation of
studies that have sought to better define servant leadership, explain servant leadership
characteristics, and examine its operationalization. Russell (2001) studied the importance
values play in servant leadership theory and identified three functional attributes: trust,
appreciation of others, and empowerment. Stone et al. (2004) studied the relationship
between transformational leadership and servant leadership and determined that both
leadership frameworks incorporate influence, vision, trust, respect or credibility, risksharing or delegation, integrity, and modeling. Spears (2010) studied and identified ten
characteristics of the servant leader that he viewed as critically important to the
development of servant leaders: listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion,
conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of people, and
building community.
Additionally, Laub (1999) studied 46 characteristics of the servant leader that he
identified from literature and developed an instrument to assess six of these servant
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leadership characteristics (authenticity, shared leadership, valuing people, developing
people, building community, and providing leadership) within organizations and teams.
In their study, Farling, Stone, and Winston (1999) conducted a literature review of
servant leadership from academic and poplar press and identified five variables (vision,
influence, credibility, trust, and service). These five variables were examined by the
authors, and a servant leader model was developed to explain how these five variables
relate to one another. In their study of servant leadership, Coetzer et al. (2017) conducted
a comprehensive review of literature spanning 21 different countries consisting of 63
servant leadership research studies and 24 literature reviews. The results of their
comprehensive review of servant leadership are summarized below (Coetzer et al., 2017):
•

Eight servant leadership characteristics were identified: authenticity, humility,
integrity, listening, compassion, accountability, courage, and altruism.

•

Four servant leadership competencies were identified: building relationships,
empowerment, stewardship, and compelling vision.

•

Ten measures of servant leadership were identified in the literature review.

•

Three outcomes related to servant leadership were identified and clustered into
individual outcomes, team outcomes, and organizational outcomes.
As highlighted in the previous two paragraphs, this sample of literature on servant

leadership research signifies the numerous variations and interpretations of servant
leadership characteristics that authors have examined to better explain and conceptualize
servant leadership. Yet what distinguishes Patterson’s (2003) servant leadership theory
from many authors is her emphasis on servant leadership characteristics that are virtuous
or spiritual in nature. Patterson (2003) pointed out the contemporary leadership
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movement that emphasizes the rights of others and their well-being draws on the
foundation of virtue theory. Patterson explained that “virtue theory addresses the idea of
doing the right things with a focus on moral character” (p. 2).
Additionally, Patterson (2003) argued that “virtues have a place in leadership
through their focus because they focus the leader on the common good, rather than on
profit maximizing” (p. 7). Van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) agreed, stating, “A
contemporary resurgence has occurred with emphasis focused on the rights of others, or,
rather, with an emphasis on other people” (p. 124). Russell (2001) added to the notion
that virtues form the pillars of servant leadership, and explained that “the personal values
of leaders, such as honesty and integrity, play a primary role in establishing interpersonal
and organizational trust” (p. 81). To sum up, Patterson (2003) defined servant leadership
characteristics as virtuous constructs and proposed that her seven virtuous constructs
shape the attitudes, characteristics, and behaviors of servant leaders.
Agapao Love
According to Patterson (2003), agapao love is the foundation or cornerstone of
servant leadership. Moreover, her six remaining servant leadership constructs (trust,
empowerment, service, humility, altruism, and vision) begin and “flow from the supreme
quality [agapao]” (Ayers, 2008, p. 2). Agapao comes from a Greek term with its origin
from the Bible. Ayers (2008) argued that although Patterson (2003) used agapao to
describe the leader–follower relationship, in the New Testament agapao describes the
“love God has for humans” and is associated to “leaders in Christ that are called upon to
deeply value, serve and sacrifice for their followers” (Ayers, 2008, p. 11). In the Bible in
Luke 10:27, agapao is translated to mean “a sense of doing the right thing at the right
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time for the right reason, or in other words, loving someone like a friend” (Winston,
2002, p. 1). Additionally, Winston (2002) pointed out that agapao’s biblical meaning is
in the form of a verb or behavior rather than a noun and highlighted that the “use of
Agapao in the bible implies that agapao is more about people-to-people-love or friendlylove” (p. 1). Therefore, Patterson’s (2003) servant leadership theory of agapao love has
its roots centered on religious, divine, and virtuous love; however, Patterson emphasized
the leaders’ unconditional love to serve their followers first and foremost.
Further, Patterson (2003) asserted that “love is considered one of the deepest and
most meaningful concepts, of which is fundamental to humanity” (p. 11). Crowley
(2011) agreed and contended that for leaders, “to negate the heart is to negate what is
essential in ourselves - and in all whom we lead” (p. 55). Similarly, Kouzes and Posner
(2006) developed the importance of the love and leadership by stating that “love is
definitely not too strong a word to use for how the best leaders feel about their
constituents and how their constituents feel about their leaders” (p. 58). Patterson (2003)
further explained that leaders who display agapao love “consider each person as a total
person . . . and has a focus on the employee first, then on the talents of the employee, and
lastly on how this benefits the organization” (p. 12).
Humility
Humility, according to Patterson (2003), is a virtuous construct and has a
paradoxical meaning. In other words, humility is viewed by many as a form of weakness,
but instead Patterson asserted that humility demonstrates the ultimate strength such that
“servant leaders do not center attention on their own accomplishments, but rather on
other people” (p. 4). Like agapao love, humility as a virtue has its origin in biblical text
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yet was initially considered as a weak and a negative characteristic prior to the teaching
of Jesus Christ and the rise of Christianity. Kudashov and Mosienko (2018) pointed out
that “biblical texts as well as ancient philosophers’ texts contain a lot of synonyms
denoting submission and struggle against it [humility]” (p. 386) and likened humility to
submissive human behavior synonymous to words such as slavery, obedience, and
docility. The shift in humility as a weakness or negative trait to its current virtuous
perspective is linked to the New Testament and specifically, “the conception of humility,
which in turn is modeled on the person of Jesus of Nazareth as the exemplar of the
virtue” (R. C. Roberts & West, 2017, p. 108).
Further, Patterson (2003) explained that servant leaders admit that they do not
have all the answers and focus their attention on their followers’ accomplishments rather
than their own. Van Dierendonck (2011) concurred and stated that “humility shows the
extent to which a leader puts the interest of others first” and highlighted that a “servant
leader retreats into the background when a task has been successfully accomplished” (p.
1233).
On a different note, Roberts and West (2017) contended that “humility is the
absence of one or another vice of pride” (p. 108). Kouzes and Posner (2012) added to
this relationship between pride and humility and claimed that “you can avoid excessive
pride only when you recognize that you’re human and need the help of others” (p. 341).
Jim Collins (as cited in Caldwell, Ichiho, & Anderson, 2017), in his book Good to Great,
demonstrated the connection between humility and leadership, which he acknowledged
originated from Lao-Tzu’s teachings and which “led Collins to create a new leadership
perspective which he labeled Level 5 leadership” (p. 724).
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Altruism
Patterson (2003) claimed that the “altruistic approach is imperative to the servant
leadership mentality” (p. 4). Furthermore, she explained that altruism has been “explored
on the individual level and as a human quality, yielding a general definition of altruism as
helping others just for the sake of helping” (p. 17). Slettmyr et al. (2019) agreed and
stated that “altruism is the principle or practice of concern for the welfare of others” (p.
386). Patterson (2003) argued that servant leaders strive to do “what is best for others
rather for the leaders himself” (p. 4).
Winston (2003) expanded on Patterson’s (2003) model, which emphasized a more
central role altruism has on servant leadership. In fact, Winston (2003) not only proposed
that altruism is important for the leader, but he also suggested that there exists a
reciprocal model of altruism toward the leader by the follower. Winston’s model is
outlined in Figure 3. Winston explained his extended model from Patterson’s (2003)
servant leadership model as follows:
The second half of the story occurs when the leader’s service results in a change
in the follower’s sense of love. The follower’s Agapao love results in an increase
in both the commitment to the leader and the follower’s own self-efficacy. The
higher levels of commitment and self-efficacy result in a higher level of intrinsic
motivation that leads to a higher level of altruism toward the leader and the
leader’s desire to see the organization do well. This leads to higher levels of
service to the leader. (p. 5)
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Figure 3. Winston’s (2003) servant leadership model. From “Extending Patterson’s
Servant Leadership Model: Explaining How Leaders and Followers Interact in a Circular
Model,” by B. Winston, 2003, Proceedings of the Servant Leadership Roundtable at
Regent University, p. 6. (http://www.regent.edu/acad/sls/publications/conference_
proceedings/servant_leadership_roundtable/2003pdf/winston_extending_pat).

Vision
In servant leadership theory, vision has a different meaning from the common
leadership understanding of vision, which focuses on the organization. Accordingly,
Etzel (2016) asserted that “outlining a vision of where you want to go is critical to the
success of an organization” (p. 45). Kouzes and Posner (2012) explained that a vision
should create something that is valuable for the future, and this is what gives people
something meaningful in their lives. On the other hand, Patterson (2003) highlighted the
difference of the meaning of vision in servant leadership, which underscores the
individual member of the organization, and explained,
In servant leadership theory, vision refers to the idea that the leader looks forward
and sees the person as a viable and worthy person, believes in the future state for
each individual, and seeks to assist each one in reaching that state. (p. 18)
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Yukl (2002) agreed and suggested that “vision should appeal to the values, hopes, and
ideals of the organizations members and other stakeholders whose support is needed” (p.
283).
Furthermore, Patterson (2003) suggested that servant leadership vision empowers
and builds confidence in followers with the focus on the “belief that everyone can
improve, step forward, and reach goals” (p. 19). This notion is affirmed by Kouzes and
Posner (2012). They explained that exemplary leaders liberate the vision of their
followers such that “they awaken dreams, breathe life into them, and arouse the belief
that people can achieve something grand” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 131).
Additionally, Yukl (2002) emphasized that “vision should address basic assumptions
about what is important for the organization, how it should relate to the environment, and
how people should be treated” (p. 283). Indeed, Patterson (2003) pointed out that by
focusing one’s vision on the individual, both leader and the organization are influenced.
Trust
For Patterson (2003), “servant leaders lay the foundation of trust, and trust holds
the servant-led organization together” (p. 22). Furthermore, Patterson asserted that “the
servant leader models truth in the way they coach, empower, and persuade” (p. 23).
According to Kouzes and Posner (2012), “Trust is the social glue that binds human
relationships. Without it we would be unable to get anything meaningful accomplished”
(p. 71). In a study that explored the relationship between servant leadership and trust, the
authors “concluded that when employees perceived that they are trusted, they will work
harder, go beyond the call of duty and be more content with their work” (du Plessis,
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Wakelin, & Nel, 2015, p. 2). Patterson (2003) posited that “the trust bond nurtures
teamwork, confidence, self-esteem, and even self-actualization for the followers” (p. 23).
Another important point for Patterson (2003) was that “trust is a belief in the
unseen potential of the followers, believing they can accomplish goals, and requires
consistency and reliability on the part of the leader for a self-fulfilling prophecy to occur”
(p. 22). Bass and Bass (2008) pointed out the strong relationship linked to trust and the
leader that is rooted in “the follower’s perception of the leader’s competencies, caring,
integrity, and willingness to serve others” (p. 262). Zargar, Sousan, and Farmanesh,
(2019) highlighted “how followers perceive the character of their leader, builds the trust
in leader” (p. 2258). In fact, in their study, the authors found a direct relationship
between servant leadership and job satisfaction and concluded that “trust is positively
related to employees’ satisfaction of job” (Zargar et al., 2019, p. 2264). In short,
Patterson (2003) claimed that “trust is a building block for servant leaders” (p. 5).
Empowerment
Bass and Bass (2008) highlighted a major movement in the past century to change
the distribution of power within organizations. Moreover, Bass and Bass (2008) asserted
that “empowerment is seen to be of benefit to the empowering leaders, the followers, and
their organizations” (p. 306). For Patterson (2003), “the leader empowers followers to
find their own paths, and they, in turn, are inspired to help others find their best paths” (p.
24).
Greasley and Bocârnea (2014) pointed out that in Patterson’s model of servant
leadership, she places the construct of empowerment after vision. To this point, Greasley
and Bocârnea (2014) explained that “the servant leader maps out a vision that they
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communicate clearly but persuasively with others and then shares power with them to
achieve that vision maintaining the heart of a servant toward them all the while” (p. 18).
In his book True North, Bill George (2007) stated that mutual respect is at the
heart of empowerment and posited that effective leaders empower people to lead by
applying six different approaches depending on the situation and capability of the person:
1. Showing up.
2. Engaging people.
3. Helping teammates.
4. Challenging leaders.
5. Stretching people.
6. Aligning everyone around a mission. (pp. 176–177)
For Greenleaf (1970), empowerment is about using power to “create opportunities and
alternatives so that individuals may choose and build autonomy” (p. 42). Regarding
Greenleaf’s (1970) seminal essay on servant leadership, Stephen Covey (as cited in
Greenleaf, 2002) affirmed the relevance and importance of empowerment and argued,
“The only way you get empowerment is through high-trust cultures and through the
empowerment philosophy that turns bosses into servants” (p. 50). Patterson (2003)
concluded, “Empowerment allows the follower to bloom and grow” (p. 25).
Service
In her servant leadership model, Patterson (2003) placed service as her last
virtuous construct. For her, service is at the heart of servant leadership, and the
relationship of her six other constructs culminate with service to others. For Greenleaf
(1970), the servant leader is servant first, and this idea was conceptualized after he read
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Herman Hesse’s Journey to the East. Moreover, Greenleaf (1970) proposed that the
servant leader’s highest priority is to ensure the needs of his followers are being met.
Patterson (2003) concurred and pointed out that servant leadership focuses on the wellbeing of followers and involves giving of oneself—service to others. Kouzes and Posner
(2006) agreed with Patterson and stated that “believing foremost in service means being
more concerned about the welfare of others that you are about our own well-being” (p.
15). However, for Patterson (2003), service is more spiritual in nature, and hence, she
pointed out that “the servant leader is guided by virtues within” (p. 8).
Kouzes and Posner (2006) explained that “everything leaders do is about
providing service” (p. 14). Russell and Stone (2002) concurred and stated that “service is
at the core of servant leadership” (p. 149). Furthermore, Russell and Stone asserted that
stewardship is the central element of service and is an important characteristic of servant
leadership. Likewise, Spears (2010) pointed out that “servant leadership, like
stewardship, assumes first and foremost a commitment to serving the needs of others” (p.
29). In sum, Patterson (2003) asserted that “the servant leader sets the organizational
climate by showing others in the organization how to serve” (p. 26).
Servant Leadership in Education
During the information age, there was considerable operational growth of servant
leadership, yet empirical studies of the effectiveness of servant leadership are limited and
not well understood. One idea for the progression of servant leadership can be traced to a
study by Nwogu (2011), in which he identified research that proposed that “servant
leadership is the model to develop the right types of leaders needed to create new futures
in the post-modern era” (p. 1). Additionally, literature suggests that leaders have begun
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to take notice of servant leadership because it seems to influence followers’ desire to
have a deeper and meaningful connection to their work, and there appear some
indications that servant leadership actually works (Blanchard & Broadwell, 2018;
Nwogu, 2011). Hirschy et al. (2014), claimed that servant leadership has emerged as a
“global style of leadership positioned to meet the unique challenges facing leaders in
culturally diverse cross-cultural communities” (p. 97).
Although research on the application and effectiveness of servant leadership in
education is in its early stages, servant leadership founded on principles of trust, love,
serving, and empowering others may provide a leadership model for middle school
education that is well matched to meet the needs of early adolescents growing up in
poverty. Concerning this point, Coetzer et al. (2017) explained that “servant leadership is
similar to but also different from current leadership theories and proposes a more
meaningful way of leadership to ensure sustainable results for individuals, organizations,
and societies” (p. 1).
Specifically, research has shown some correlations between servant leadership,
school culture, and student achievement (Black, 2010; Herndon, 2007; Lee, 2017).
However, this study is the first to explore and describe Title I public school middle
school principals’ perceived impact of servant leadership constructs established by
Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high student achievement. Given the current
state of middle school education in the United States and the complexities of early
adolescents, this study may provide site and district leaders with a viable leadership
framework to support positive student outcomes in middle schools.
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Conclusions
Chapter II contained a broad review of servant leadership in public K-12
education that included a review of education in the United States, student achievement
gaps, and an overview of poverty in education. The literature review also contained an
exploration of the role of the principal as the school leader and an overview of the
theoretical foundations of leadership. Additionally, the literature review examined
servant leadership theory as an extension of transformational leadership along with its
growth and popularity over the last 4 decades. Although the origins of servant leadership
can be directly linked to Robert K. Greenleaf, the literature review highlighted the
abundance of variations of servant leadership definitions along with many different
theoretical and operational models that have emerged over the years. Further, this review
focused on the seven servant leadership constructs established by Patterson (2003) and
how these seven constructs could influence school principals on establishing a culture of
high performance. Specifically, the servant constructs examined were agapao love,
humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service (Patterson, 2003).
The literature review highlighted the limited research that shows a positive
relationship between servant leadership, school culture, and student achievement.
Moreover, the literature shows a lack of studies that examine the effectiveness of the
application of servant leadership, in particular Patterson’s (2003) seven constructs, by
school principals on developing a culture of high performance. A synthesis matrix was
created to organize the extensive literature sources and topics examined in this study.
The synthesis matrix provided the researcher with a logical framework to synthesize the
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many variables, relationships, concepts, and references to form the themes and major
headings discussed in this study.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
The methodology of this study is described in this chapter. This chapter includes
an introduction, purpose statement, and research questions. It also includes descriptions
of the research design, research methodology, population, and sample as well as a
description of the study’s instrumentation, data collection, data analysis, and limitations
of the study. The final portion of this chapter includes a summary.
This phenomenological study sought to explore and describe Title I middle school
principals’ perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs established by
Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high performance. The lived experience of
Title I middle school principals was captured to describe the ways in which these school
leaders perceived the impact of the seven constructs in establishing a culture of high
performance. Throughout the study, the term peer researchers is used to refer to the eight
University of Massachusetts Global doctoral students who worked under the guidance of
three faculty chairs in collaborating on the design and implementation of this study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore and describe Title I
middle school principals’ perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs
developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high performance.
Research Questions
This phenomenological study was guided by one central question and seven
subquestions.
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Central Research Question
What is the impact of Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership constructs on
establishing a culture of high performance as perceived by middle school principals of
Title I middle schools?
Subquestions
1. What is the impact of the agapao leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
2. What is the impact of the humility leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
3. What is the impact of the altruism leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
4. What is the impact of the vision leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
5. What is the impact of the trust leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
6. What is the impact of the empowerment leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
7. What is the impact of the service leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
Research Design
The team of peer researchers selected the qualitative phenomenological research
design for this study. Qualitative method is a type of research that refers to the in-depth
and detailed study of issues using face-to-face or observation techniques to collect data
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from people in their natural setting (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2002).
Qualitative methods “are ways of finding out what people do, know, think, and feel”
(Patten, 2012, p. 145). Qualitative research is exploratory in nature and attempts to
develop a deep understanding of a social situation. Additionally, qualitative research
involves the inductive process in which the researcher is the instrument and becomes an
integral part of the data or becomes immersed in the study (Patton, 2002). According to
Patten (2012), by using the inductive process, qualitative researchers are able to approach
the research task without preconceived notions based on published theory and research.
Qualitative studies begin with a general research problem or “central question”
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Because qualitative research seeks to understand a
given research problem or topic from the perspectives of the local population it involves,
this method is especially effective in obtaining culturally specific information about the
values, opinions, behaviors, and social contexts of particular populations (Mack,
Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namely, 2005, p. 1). McMillan and Schumacher
(2010) asserted that “the most important goal of qualitative research is to be able to
provide an in-depth description and understanding of the central phenomenon” by
focusing on what occurs and how it occurs (p. 66).
Method Rationale
The qualitative phenomenological research design was most suited for this study
because the focus of the study was to make meaning of the lived experiences of middle
school principals. Accordingly, Finlay (2009) pointed out that “the central concern of
phenomenological research is a return to embodied, experiential meaning, to seek fresh,
complex, vivid descriptions of a ‘phenomenon’ (a human experience in all its
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complexity) as it is concretely lived” (p. 474). Given this type of study, in-depth,
standardized, semistructured interviews were conducted to explore the meaning or
essence of a lived experience among the eight Title I middle school principals (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010). Moreover, a phenomenological approach was most appropriate to
meet the goals of the study and to gather data considering “the only way for us to really
know what another person experiences is to experience the phenomenon as directly as
possible for ourselves” (Patton, 2002, p. 106). Of note, Finlay (2009) stated that “the
special strength of phenomenological research is the way it can capture some of the
ambiguity, poignancy, complexity and richness of lived experience, allowing readers to
see the worlds of others in possibly new and deeper ways” (p. 480).
Because the aim of the qualitative research attempts to see the world from a
school leader’s point of view, a phenomenological study was selected by the team of
eight peer researchers to best describe and examine the core meanings or essences of the
K-12 school leader’s shared experiences. Each researcher interviewed eight school
leaders for his or her study. The researchers used the same methodology across a
diversified group of leaders within K-12 public education: high school principals, middle
school principals, Title I middle school principals, K-12 district superintendents, K-12
human resource administrators, and Native American school principals.
Population
The population for this study was middle school principals serving in Title I
public middle schools with cultures of high performance in California as determined by
the California Dashboard. Title I schools are schools that are provided additional
financial assistance from the federal government because of high numbers or high
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percentages of children from low-income families (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined population as the “total group [who conform
to specific criteria] to which results can be generalized” (p. 129). According to the
California Department of Education ([CDE], n.d.-c), there are 647 Title I middle schools
in California, therefore resulting in 647 Title I middle school principals.
Sampling Frame
The population for this study was narrowed to a sample frame of Title I middle
school principals in San Diego County. The sampling frame is an actual list that “defines
a set of elements from which a researcher can select a sample of the target population”
(Lewis-Beck, Bryman, & Futing Liao, 2004, p. 993). Moreover, a sample frame enables
the researcher to narrow the population of the study for accessibility, efficiency, and
convenience (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). According to the CDE (n.d.-b), there are
52 middle schools in San Diego County that receive Title I funds, therefore resulting in
52 middle school principals who were considered for the study sample. The sampling
frame was further narrowed from the 52 middle school principals by using the California
Dashboard to identify 22 middle schools that demonstrated a growth trend for 2 years
prior to COVID-19 as indicated by the California Dashboard. This narrowed the sample
frame to 22 middle schools.
Sample
Attempting to interview the 52 middle school principals in San Diego County
would not be feasible due to time and resource constraints. Thus, a sample of eight Title
I middle school principals was selected from the sampling frame that met the 2-year
growth trend as indicated by the California Dashboard, thereby meeting the definition of
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a culture of high performance. A culture of high performance is defined as a school that
has demonstrated a growth trend over 2 years as indicated by the California Dashboard
within the state measures of academic performance in ELA and/or math, academic
engagement (chronic absenteeism), and school climate and conditions (suspension rate).
High performance is further delineated as a 2-year growth trend as evidenced by scoring
in the blue or green category in at least two of the four state measures and/or an increase
in at least two of the four state measures. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a
sample, which is selected from a larger group of persons or population, as “a group of
individuals from whom the data are collected” (p. 129). By narrowing the sample frame
to a carefully selected smaller group or sample, the researcher is able to make inferences
and generalizations about the entire population, given that the sample is a quality
representation of the study’s target population (Patten, 2012).
Given the purpose of the study and the research question, nonprobability
purposeful sampling was utilized. Nonprobability sampling allows the researcher to use
individuals who are accessible, represent the characteristics of the population, and who
align to the purpose of the research study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Furthermore, McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explained,
Purposeful sampling allows the researcher to select particular elements from a
population and on the basis of the researcher’s knowledge of the population, a
judgement is made about which subjects should be selected to provide the best
information to address the purpose of the research. (p. 138)
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In other words, with purposeful sampling, the researcher purposely seeks out subjects
who fit the study’s research question and who will provide information-rich data for indepth study (Patten, 2012; Patton, 2002).
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), sample size for qualitative
research can range from one to 40 subjects and can be small compared to quantitative
studies. Additionally, the authors pointed out that qualitative studies depend less on the
sample size and are rather more dependent on the richness of the information gathered
from the subjects coupled with the researcher’s capabilities to analyze the data (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2002). Moreover, Patton (2002) asserted that “in-depth
information from a small number of people can be very valuable, especially if the cases
are information rich” (p. 244). Figure 4 displays the selection of the study’s sample from
the sampling frame and population.

Population
• N = 647
Title I
middle
school
principals
in
California

Sampling
Frame
• N = 52
Title I
middle
school
principals
in San
Diego
County,
California

Figure 4. Population, sampling frame, and sample.
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Sample
•N=8
Title I
middle
school
principals
in San
Diego
County

For this study, the researcher selected eight Title I middle school principals who
met five of the six following criteria:
● Principal was employed at a current middle school within San Diego County with a
minimum of 30 staff members.
● Evidence of leading a school with a culture of high performance.
● Principal participant had a minimum of 2 or 3 years of experience serving as principal
at their current site.
● A minimum of 5 years’ experience in the K-12 profession.
● Membership in professional associations in their field, such as the Association of
California School Administrators (ACSA).
● Articles, paper, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings.
Instrumentation
A qualitative, phenomenological method was utilized for this study.
Semistructured, open-ended interviews were conducted to gather data about the research
topic. Semistructured interviews are the most widely used instrument for collecting
qualitative data and are most used when researchers want to examine a topic deeply
(Harrell & Bradley, 2009; Patten, 2012). Patton (2002) explained that “standardized
open-ended interviews consist of questions carefully worded and arranged with intention
of taking each respondent through the same sequence and asking each respondent the
same questions with essentially the same words” (p. 342). Patton further pointed out that
this interview type minimizes variation in the questions. Additionally, probing questions
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can be included to provide clarification or elaboration and listed next to each question
and used when appropriate (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2002).
For this study, in conjunction with faculty, the team of peer researchers designed
the research instrument consisting of custom, semistructured, open-ended interview
questions (Appendix B). The team of eight peer researchers worked together under the
guidance of faculty experts to develop a set of qualitative semistructured, open-ended
interview questions that corresponded to Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership
constructs. Additionally, an alignment table was created to ensure the interview
questions were aligned to the seven servant leadership constructs. Table 4 shows the
alignment of the research questions with the interview questions, definitions, and
supporting literature.
The team of eight peer researchers were paired and developed the scripted
interview questions for their assigned construct that were then combined, yielding two
questions for each construct including one optional probe for each construct for a total of
14 interview questions (Appendix B). Next, two experts in the field of K-12 education
reviewed the interview questions. The experts assisted the team of researchers in
determining the alignment between the interview questions and the research questions as
well as assisting with evaluating the clarity and objectivity of each question. After the
interview questions were reviewed by the two experts, the eight peer researchers met
online with the experts to make revisions and to finalize the interview questions in
preparation for field-test administration. Additionally, prior to field-testing, in
collaboration with faculty (experts), the team of peer researchers developed the interview
protocol and informed consent (Appendices B and C).
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Table 4
Alignment of Research Questions to Interview Questions and Literature
Research
question
What is the
impact of the
agapao
leadership
constructs for
establishing a
culture of high
performance?

Interview question
Q1: What are your
perceptions of the
culture that exists in
your organization
resulting from agapao
love?

Definition
Agapao love is to do the
right thing for the right
reasons. Gratitude,
kindness, forgiveness, and
compassion.

Literature
connection
Gunn,
2002;
Patterson,
2003.

Q2: What would you
describe as the 2 or 3
most important ways to
demonstrate agapao
love?

What is the
impact of the
humility
leadership
constructs for
establishing a
culture of high
performance?

Q1 - Tell me about a
time where you put
your staff and teachers’
needs before your own.

What is the
impact of the
altruism
leadership
constructs on
establishing a
culture of high
performance?

Q1: What is your
perception of altruism
and its impact on your
school culture of high
performance?

Q2 - Servant leaders
are characterized by
displaying humility
towards the members
of their organization

Q2: What do you
believe are the specific
impacts it has on the
culture of performance
in your school?
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Humility is the
importance of being
humble and having
modesty, not being
mistaken for meekness or
the absence of strength. It
is a virtue characterized
by one’s own talents and
abilities and an outward
rejection of self-interest
while placing true value
on the recognition and
success of others.

Kim et al.,
1999.

Altruism is demonstrating
unselfish concern for the
welfare of another, even
with a risk or sacrifice
against one’s personal
self-interest. It involves
deriving personal pleasure
from helping and seeking
what is best for others,
often with an attitude of
humility, modesty, and
selflessness.

DeYoung,
2000;
Monroe,
1994;
Patterson,
2003.

Table 4 (continued)
Research
question
What is the
impact of the
vision
leadership
constructs on
establishing a
culture of high
performance?

What is the
impact of the
trust
leadership
constructs on
establishing a
culture of high
performance?

What is the
impact of the
empowerment
leadership
constructs on
establishing a
culture of high
performance?

Interview question
Q1: How does the use
of creating a vision in
your leadership impact
the establishment of a
culture of high
performance?
Q2: What behaviors or
actions do you observe
when vision is
prioritized in school
leadership?
Q1: There is a lot of
literature on the
importance of building
a climate of trust within
a school. How do you
develop and sustain
trust in your school?

Definition
A bridge from the present
to the future created by a
collaborative mindset,
adding meaning to the
organization, sustaining
higher levels of
motivation, and
withstanding challenge.

Trust is the level of
confidence that one
individual has in another’s
competence and his or her
willingness to act in a fair,
ethical, and predictable
manner. Trust is essential
to organizational culture;
Q2: Thinking about
integrity and care for
your school, please
others are valued by the
share some examples of leader and followers.
how trust has supported
a culture of high
performance?
Q1: How do you
Empowerment is
perceive empowerment entrusting power to others.
in your school?
Virtually giving away
power to followers and
Q2: Empowerment
allowing them to know
often encourages risk
and feel significant and
taking and selfimportant in their role and
accountability, please
contribution. It requires
describe the
effective listening, valuing
opportunities you see
love and equity, and an
staff having within
emphasis on teamwork.
your school to utilize
Empowerment encourages
empowerment?
risk taking and selfaccountability to
accomplish tasks and
work toward goals.
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Literature
connection
Kouzes &
Posner,
2006;
Landsberg,
2003;
MéndezMorse,
1993;
Nanus,
1992.
Joseph &
Winston,
2005;
Patterson,
2003.

Blanchard,
2000;
Melrose,
1995;
Patterson,
2003;
Russell &
Stone,
2002.

Table 4 (continued)
Research
question
What is the
impact of the
service
leadership
constructs on
establishing a
culture of high
performance?

Interview question
Q1: Please share some
examples when you
have witnessed service
within your school and
how did that service
impact the culture of
high performance?
Q2: Describe a service
that is provided in your
school and what do you
believe is the impact of
this service on the
overall performance
within the school?

Definition
Service is the moral
equivalent of giving of
oneself to serve others. It
implies that leaders are
focused on placing
interest on others rather
than on their own interest.
It can be demonstrated
through the gift of time,
energy, compassion, care,
or belongings. Service
places others first.

Literature
connection
Patterson,
2003;
Russell &
Stone,
2002.

Field Test
The team of eight peer researchers individually administered the field tests to
evaluate the effectiveness of the interview questions and also to field-test the interview
protocol and informed consent. C. M. Roberts (2010) explained the necessity to field-test
any time an instrument is created to assess for issues such as confusing wording, flow of
questions, length [of interview], and vague or insufficient responses. Furthermore, field
or pilot testing allows the researcher to check “for bias in the procedures, the interviewer,
and the questions” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 206). The eight peer researchers
interviewed one subject each who were similar to each peer researcher’s study population
but were not used as part of the study’s sample. Prior to field-testing, the researchers
emailed their interviewees an invitation letter to participate in the study, Research
Participant’s Bill of Rights, the informed consent, interview observer feedback reflection
questions, and the interview questions.
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The interviews were conducted online using the Zoom platform. The eight
interviews ranged from 45 minutes to 80 minutes in length. Furthermore, for each
interview, arrangements were made for an expert to attend the Zoom interview as an
impartial observer to provide feedback about the interview. Each of the eight peer
researchers selected their own expert based on their having recently earned a doctoral
degree and experience conducting interviews. The Interview Observation Reflection
questionnaire consisted of nine questions that the peer researchers each used with their
expert to solicit feedback about the interview such as general suggestions, points of
confusion, preparation, length of interview, flow, and areas in need of improvement
(Appendix D).
At the conclusion of the interviews, the researchers solicited feedback from both
their participant and expert about the interview questions and process using the
postinterview feedback questions (Appendix E). The eight peer researchers then
compiled and submitted their interviewee and observer expert feedback responses to the
faculty experts for review. According to C. M. Roberts (2010) and Kimberlin and
Winterstein (2008), it is necessary to modify the instrument to reflect the input provided
by the participant following the field test in effort to minimize measurement error.
Accordingly, a follow-up online meeting was held with the peer researchers and faculty
experts to make final modifications to the interview questions and interview protocol
based on the collective feedback received from all eight subject participants and expert
observers. Finally, the interview questions, probes, and interview protocol were finalized
and submitted to the UMass Global University Institutional Review Board (UMASS
Global IRB) for review and approval for the study.
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Validity
Validity is often defined as the extent or degree to which the instrument truly
measures what it is supposed to measure (Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008; Patton, 2002;
C. M. Roberts, 2010). C. M. Roberts (2010) explained that the term trustworthiness is
often used to refer to validity and is an important credibility factor that helps the reader
gain trust in the study’s findings. Furthermore, Patton (2002) asserted that “validity in
qualitative research depends on careful instrument construction” (p. 14). On a different
note, it is important to point out that research, whether it is quantitative or qualitative
research, has some form and level of limitation (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten,
2012; Patton, 2002). Patten (2012) argued that validity is a matter of degree, and no
instrument is perfectly valid. In other words, the question is not whether an instrument is
valid; it is more about how valid the instrument is.
With this in mind, the team of eight researchers with the guidance of the two
faculty experts took careful action to establish and increase the validity of the study,
starting first with the selection of the research design. Heck (2006) stated that the
“study’s design determines whether the research questions can be answered adequately
through the manner in which the data are collected” (p. 7). Given the purpose of the
study to describe and explore K-12 leaders’ perceived impact of Patterson’s (2003) seven
servant leadership constructs on establishing a culture of high performance, a
phenomenological research approach was most suitable for this study. Accordingly,
Patton (2002) argued that phenomenological research “aims to identify and describe the
subjective experiences of respondents” (p. 483). Further, Finlay (1999) added that the
aim of phenomenological approach “is to try to see the world from another’s point of
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view” (p. 302). Therefore, the careful selection of the research design was a critical first
step in establishing and validating the study.
Content Validity
Kimberlin and Winterstein (2008) explained that content validity refers to the
extent to which “the items developed to operationalize a construct provide an adequate
and representative sample of all the items that might measure the constructs of interest”
(p. 2279). Additionally, Patton (2002) highlighted that the wording used to ask questions
during interviews “can make a significant difference in the quality of the responses
elicited” (p. 360). To increase the validity of the data used for the study, the team of peer
researchers collaborated to develop semistructured, open-ended interview questions with
careful consideration of word choice, clarity of questions, and alignment to the research
questions. An alignment table (Appendix F) was created to ensure the interview
questions measured what they were supposed to measure (Kimberlin & Winterstein,
2008; Patton, 2002; C. M. Roberts, 2010). In addition, standard probing questions were
embedded throughout the interview script to minimize interviewer effects during the
interview (Patton, 2002).
Moreover, experts in the field of K-12 education were used by the team of peer
researchers to review and validate the semistructured, open-ended interview questions.
According to Kimberlin and Winterstein (2008), the judgment of experts can help address
content validity because “there is no statistical test to determine whether a measure
adequately covers a content area” (p. 2279). The experts used in this study both have
earned a doctoral degree and have served in several capacities in K-12 education. One
expert served and retired as a superintendent in a Southern California school district, has
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taught doctoral level courses for an Ed.D. program, and is currently an interim associate
dean and professor for the School of Education at a university. The second expert is
doctoral chair and adjunct professor and an associate superintendent at a K-12 public
school district. The two faculty experts initially reviewed the interview questions when
they were first developed by the team of peer researchers and then again after the
interview questions were field-tested. After each review, the faculty experts reconvened
with the team of peer researchers to discuss, modify, and finalize the interview questions
used in the study.
Reliability
Another equally important indicator involving the credibility of a study is
reliability. Reliability deals with the consistency of instrumentation and can be defined
as how well the data collected can be reproduced using the same measurement
(Meadows, 2003; Patten, 2012; C. M. Roberts, 2010). McMillan and Schumacher (2010)
explained that techniques that help ensure good qualitative questions include: “interview
scripts reviewed by experienced interviewers, interview guide field-testing, and revision
of initial questions” (p. 357). To increase the instrument reliability, the team of peer
researchers field-tested the scripted interview protocol and semistructured, open-ended
interview questions with one subject each. After the field tests, the expert and
interviewee feedback responses were compiled by the eight peer researchers and
submitted for review by the two faculty experts. Subsequently, the peer researchers
under the guidance of the two faculty experts finalized the interview protocol and
interview questions. According to Kimberlin and Winterstein (2008), refining the
instrument after field or pilot testing can help minimize measurement error.
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Another strategy used to improve reliability involved the team of peer
researchers’ use of standard interview questions and a scripted interview protocol. Patton
(2002) pointed out that using a standard set of questions, using the same questions in the
same order, is “important to minimize variation in the questions posed to the
interviewees” (p. 342). Specifically, the team of eight peer researchers each used the
same field-tested interview protocol and standard interview questions for all eight of their
study participants.
Data Collection
This section includes a detailed description of the steps and methods involved in
collecting and organizing the data used in the study. The qualitative, phenomenological
research designed for this study involved in-depth interviews using semistructured, openended questions. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) asserted that “educators frequently
apply phenomenological interviewing in a general manner to obtain multiple meanings of
an experience” (p. 356). Before conducting interviews and collecting data, the researcher
first submitted an application (Appendix G) to the UMass Global University Institutional
Review Board (IRB). The IRB reviews and approves all research involving human
subjects and ensures the research is conducted in accordance with all federal,
institutional, and ethical guidelines. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010),
although universities have their own Institutional Review Boards (IRBs), their purpose to
approve human subject research according to compliance with federal regulations and
ethical guidelines is the same for all institutions. Once the IRB approved the application,
the researcher began the process of collecting and organizing the data.
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Participant Selection
Data collection began with the identification and selection of sample participants.
The researcher downloaded a spreadsheet from the CDE that listed all public Title I
middle schools in California. There were 647 active public Title I middle schools in
California. Middle school for this study is defined as a school that provides
comprehensive academic instruction to students in sixth through eighth grade, and a Title
I school is defined as a school that is provided federally funded financial assistance
because of high numbers or high percentages of children from low-income families. The
researcher also downloaded a spreadsheet from the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) listing all Title I public middle schools in California. The researcher
then cross-referenced the CDE spreadsheet and NCES spreadsheet to narrow the list to all
Title I middle schools in San Diego County, which resulted in 52 middle schools.
Next, the researcher searched the California School Dashboard website and
reviewed the dashboard data for each of the 52 Title I middle schools and determined that
22 schools met the 2-year growth trend. Of the 22 schools that met the 2-year growth
trend, eight principals agreed to participate in the study.
Interview Protocol
The researcher took the following steps to schedule and conduct the in-depth,
online semistructured, open-ended interviews:
1. The contact information and email of the eight principals were retrieved from the
district and school websites.
2. A subsequent email (Appendix H) was sent to the eight middle school principals
inviting them to participate in the study:
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3. After receiving confirmation via email from the eight principals, the researcher
made personal phone calls to each principal explaining the study in more detail.
4. The researcher followed up the phone conversation with an email (Appendix I) to
provide the researcher’s contact information. In addition, the following documents
were included in the email:
• IRB Research Participant’s Bill of Rights form (Appendix J)
• Informed consent form (Appendix C)
• Interview questions (Appendix B)
5. After receiving the completed informed consent form from the eight principals, the
researcher coordinated the scheduling of interviews with each principal.
6. Prior to each interview, the researcher emailed the interview questions (Appendix B)
to each principal.
7. The interviews were conducted using the Zoom platform.
8. The researcher followed the same interview protocol (Appendix B) with all eight
principals. Additionally, standard probing questions were used when necessary for
clarification or for going deeper into a response.
9.

The interviews were video recorded using the zoom platform.

10. Following each interview, the researcher emailed the principals to thank them for
their participation.
11. The researcher transcribed each interview, and the transcribed notes were sent to
each principal for accuracy.
12. The digital recordings and transcribed notes were stored on a secure computer under
pseudonyms.
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Data Analysis
Qualitative analysis primarily involves the inductive process, which lies in
making meaning of a large volume of data or detailed information and organizing it into
general categories or themes (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2002). Patton
(2002) asserted that “qualitative analysis transforms data into findings” (p. 432).
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) pointed out that “qualitative analysis is a relatively
systematic process of coding, categorizing, and interpreting data to provide explanations
of a single phenomenon of interest” (p. 367). This section describes the methods used to
analyze the detailed data collected from the eight interviews.
For this study, the researcher utilized cross-interview analysis to organize and
analyze the descriptive, rich findings (Patton, 2002). The data analysis and rigorous
coding process first involved transcribing the interview responses to Microsoft Word and
then merging the data into Microsoft Excel spreadsheet for coding. Coding is the process
of examining raw data and identifying smaller segments of the data that are then analyzed
and assigned codes or labels (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Specifically, with the aid
of Microsoft Excel, the researcher carefully analyzed the interview data and identified
codes. Of note, Patton (2002) argued that although software programs assist the
researcher, human beings not the software do the analysis. For this study, the researcher
used a cost-effective approach using the color and sorting features of Microsoft Excel.
According to Bree and Gallagher (2016), using this step-by step approach using
Microsoft Excel to analyze and code the data increases the validity and reliability of the
findings.
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Because the responses were organized by question, the data were analyzed line by
line and question by question, and initial codes were identified based on their alignment
to the study’s research questions. It is important to note that the codes were identified
using an “inductive approach; there were no pre-determined thematic areas in place
before the coding process was initiated” (Bree & Gallagher, 2016, p. 2815).
These codes were then organized to new Microsoft Excel worksheets, and color
coding was used to further categorize the data. For each worksheet, a second review and
analysis of the codes was conducted resulting in the identification of subthemes based on
similar responses from all eight middle school principals. This step was repeated
numerous times, further reorganizing and consolidating the data, finally, resulting in
larger categories or themes that “captured the essence of the codes” (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010, p. 377).
Figure 5 illustrates an overview of the data analysis and interview coding process
used in this study.
Frequency tables were developed to organize and illustrate the themes that
emerged from the coding process. Tables and charts are represented in Chapter IV,
showing a summary of the interview responses and coding process.
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Interview responses transcibed to Microsoft Word

Interview responses merged to Microsoft Excel

Responses analyzed and themes identifed

Themes categorized and color coded
Subthemes identified and data consolidated
(step repeated multiple times)
Data analysis and coding process resulting in 23 themes and 393 frequencies

Figure 5. Overview of the data analysis and interview coding process used in the study.

Intercoder Reliability
In addition to field-testing, the researcher further developed the reliability of the
instrument by utilizing research experts as intercoder raters who independently validated
the coding and themes identified by the researcher. Kimberlin and Winterstein (2008)
explained that interrater reliability is “the equivalence of ratings obtained with an
instrument when used by different observers” (p. 2277). Additionally, the authors
claimed that interrater reliability should be established with any measurement that
involves judgment to establish consistency in the measurement, which is important for
establishing reliability (Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008). The two faculty experts were
used as intercoder raters for this study. As described in the Content Validity section, the
research experts have both earned their doctoral degrees, served as adjunct professors,
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and have served in several leadership capacities in K-12 education. Furthermore, the
research experts have extensive experience validating the data collection and data
analysis of doctoral dissertations as dissertation chairs, specifically analyzing data coded
and categorized using Microsoft Excel.
During and after the coding process, the research experts reviewed and analyzed a
sample of the transcribed data, the coding, and categorization. The researcher and
experts then met to review and validate the level of reliability between them, which
resulted in refinement of the codes and themes. For this study, the percent agreement
technique was used to measure intercoder reliability. Lombard et al. (2002) defined
percent agreement or percentage of agreement as “the percentage of all coding decisions
made by pairs of coders on which the coders agree” (p. 590). Additionally, Mouter and
Vonk Noordegraaf (2012) pointed out that it is common to sample content or data where
a sample about 10% of the total content for intercoder reliability testing is sufficient. The
percent agreement or research reliability was set at 80% or greater to establish good
qualitative reliability (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The expert rater analyzed 10% of the
identified coding and the descriptions of the study’s themes to ensure an 80% or greater
reliability was met (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002).
Limitations
Although the researcher implemented rigorous techniques and procedures
throughout the study to collect and analyze the data, “all studies have some limitations”
(C. M. Roberts, 2010, p. 162). Limitations typically are features that are out of the
control of the researcher and can negatively affect the study’s findings (C. M. Roberts,
2010). In qualitative phenomenological research, the researcher becomes immersed in
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the study and is intensely involved in the research. Moreover, the researcher serves as
the primary instrument, specifically as the facilitator of the in-depth interviews (Patton,
2002). As such, researcher or experimenter effect, subject effect, and generalizability
were limitations of this study.
Researcher or experimenter effect involves “the extent to which the
predispositions or biases of the evaluator may affect data analysis and interpretation”
(Patton, 2002, p. 569). Mehra (2002) pointed out that in qualitative research, “the
researcher cannot separate himself or herself from the topic or people he or she is
studying . . . so the researcher bias enters into the picture even if the researcher tries to
stay out of it” (p. 11). Given this point, the researcher implemented strategies at all
stages of the study that aimed to minimize researcher bias.
The second limitation involved the participants’ influence on the results.
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), because most subjects or participants
involved in a study want to present themselves in a positive light, “there may be positive
self-presentation, social desirability, or a belief that certain responses are expected, which
may affect the results” (p. 114). Again, the researcher’s awareness of this limitation and
the implementation of rigorous strategies and protocols throughout the interview process
aimed to minimize limitations because of subject effects.
The third limitation involved the selection of eight middle schools demonstrating
the 2-year growth trend as determined by California School Dashboard. For both the
2019-2020 and 2020-2021 school years, because of the worldwide crisis and impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic, the CDE received approval from the U.S. Department of
Education to waive the requirement to measure progress as reported by the California
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School Dashboard (CDE, n.d.-b). Therefore, the sample for this study was determined by
2-year growth trend as reported by the California School Dashboard during the 20162017, 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 school years. To minimize this limitation, the
Dashboard growth trend data were triangulated with each school’s local accountability
measures for math and ELA to confirm continued growth for 2 years.
Finally, given the aim of qualitative phenomenological research to uncover rich,
in-depth information from individuals, the findings may not be generalized to the larger
population (Finlay, 2009; Patton, 2002). Furthermore, Patton (2002) highlighted that
purposeful sampling, which was utilized in this study, “involves studying informationrich cases in depth and detail to understand and illuminate important cases rather than
generalizing from a sample to a population” (p. 563). However, to this point, Patton
(2002) argued that qualitative studies involving purposeful sampling regardless of small
sample size, can be very valuable in collecting rich information and should be judged on
the data’s alignment and support of the study’s purpose.
Summary
Chapter III presented the methodology used to conduct this qualitative
phenomenological study. The methodology was aligned with the purpose and research
questions of the study. Chapter III described the research design, population, sample,
instrumentation, including an explanation of validity and reliability. Furthermore, data
collection and data analysis protocol were described in detail before concluding with an
explanation of the limitations of the study. Chapter IV presents this study’s research
findings.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore and
describe Title I middle school principals’ perceived impact of the seven servant
leadership constructs developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high
performance. The seven constructs are agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust,
empowerment, and service. Specifically, the study focused on the lived experience of
middle school principals for each of Patterson’s seven constructs and provided insight
into how the constructs are applied in Title I schools and how the constructs might
influence a culture of high performance. Chapter IV reiterates the purpose of the study,
research questions, research methods, population, study sample, and data collection
methods used in the study. These topics are then followed by data analysis of the
interview questions and detailed report of key findings.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore and describe Title I
middle school principals’ perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs
developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high performance.
Research Questions
This phenomenological study was guided by one central question and seven
subquestions.
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Central Research Question
What is the impact of Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership constructs on
establishing a culture of high performance as perceived by middle school principals of
Title I middle schools?
Subquestions
1. What is the impact of the agapao leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
2. What is the impact of the humility leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
3. What is the impact of the altruism leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
4. What is the impact of the vision leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
5. What is the impact of the trust leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
6. What is the impact of the empowerment leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
7. What is the impact of the service leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
The team of eight researchers selected a qualitative phenomenological research
design for this study to best describe and examine the core meanings of the K-12 school
leader’s shared experiences. The goal of this phenomenological study was to explore and
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describe Title I middle school principal’s perceived impact of the seven servant
leadership constructs developed by Patterson on establishing a culture of high
performance. Given this type of study, in-depth, standardized, semistructured interviews
were conducted to explore the meaning or essence of a lived experience among eight
Title I middle school principals. The interviews consisted of one-on-one virtual
interviews using Zoom with all eight middle school principals and served as the primary
data collection method for this study. Additionally, supplemental artifacts were collected
for method triangulation. The artifacts included interview observations such as body
language, voice inflections, and facial expressions. Data were also collected from the
School Accountability Report Card (SARC) along with related artifacts from school and
district websites.
Data Collection and Participants
The qualitative, phenomenological research designed for this study involved indepth interviews using semistructured, open-ended questions. The team of eight peer
researchers with the guidance of faculty experts created the scripted interview questions,
yielding two questions for each of the seven constructs for a total of 14 interview
questions (Appendix B). Before conducting the interviews and collecting data, the
researcher first submitted an application (Appendix G) to the UMass Global University
Institutional Review Board (IRB). The IRB reviews and approves all research involving
human subjects and ensures the research is conducted in accordance with all federal,
institutional, and ethical guidelines. Once the IRB approved the application, the
researcher emailed the participants and scheduled the zoom interviews. Each participant
was emailed the interview questions (Appendix B), informed consent (Appendix C), and
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the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix J). A scripted interview protocol
(Appendix B) was used during the interviews, and the interviews were recorded and held
remotely using the zoom platform. The interviews ranged from 32 to 58 min in length.
The eight recorded interviews were transcribed and sent to each principal for accuracy.
For increased validity, data collection involved method triangulation using
interview data, interview observations, and artifacts. According to Patton (2002),
triangulation of multiple data sources allows the researcher to validate and cross check
findings as well as “increase validity as the strengths of one approach can compensate for
the weaknesses of another approach” (p. 306). Therefore, additional data sources were
collected for the study including SARC and related artifacts from school and district
websites. Interview observations such as body language, voice inflections, and facial
expressions were also used to support the triangulation of the interview data.
Population
A population is a group that researchers are interested in and that conform to
specific criteria to which the results of the research can be generalized (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012). The population for this study was middle school
principals in California serving in Title I public middle schools. Title I schools are
schools that are provided additional financial assistance from the federal government
because of high numbers or high percentages of children from low-income families (U.S.
Department of Education, n.d.). According to the California Department of Education
([CDE], 2019), there are 647 Title I middle schools in California, therefore resulting in
647 Title I middle school principals.
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Sampling Frame
A sampling frame is an actual list that “defines a set of elements from which a
researcher can select a sample of the target population” (Lewis-Beck et al., 2004, p. 993).
The population for this study was narrowed from all Title I middle school principals in
California to a sample frame of Title I middle school principals in San Diego County,
California. According to the CDE (n.d.-b), there are 52 Title I middle schools in San
Diego County that receive Title I funds, therefore resulting in 52 middle school principals
who were considered for the study sample.
Sample
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a sample, which is selected from a
larger group of persons or population, as “a group of individuals from whom the data are
collected” (p. 129). By narrowing the sample frame to a carefully selected smaller group
or sample, the researcher is able to make inferences and generalizations about the entire
population, given that the sample is a quality representation of the study’s target
population (Patten, 2012). There are 52 Title I middle school principals in San Diego
County, and attempting to interview all 52 middle school principals would not be feasible
due to time and resource constraints. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010),
sample size for qualitative research can range from one to 40 subjects and can be small
compared to quantitative studies. Therefore, a sample of eight Title I middle school
principals was selected based on their school meeting the 2-year growth trend as
indicated by the California Dashboard. A culture of high performance is defined as a
school that has demonstrated a growth trend over 2 years as indicated by the California
Dashboard within the state measures of academic performance in ELA and/or math,
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academic engagement (chronic absenteeism), and school climate and conditions
(suspension rate). High performance is further delineated as a 2-year growth trend as
evidenced by scoring in the blue or green category in at least two of the four state
measures and/or an increase in at least two of the four state measures. Figure 4 (repeated
here for ease of reference) displays the progression used to determine the sample of
middle school principals for the study.

Population
N = 647
Title I
middle
school
principals
in
California

Sampling
Frame
N = 52
Title I
middle
school
principals
in San
Diego
County,
California

Sample
N=8
Title I
middle
school
principals
in San
Diego
County

Figure 4. Population, sampling frame, and sample.

The purpose of this study was to explore and describe Title I middle school
principal’s perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs on establishing a
culture of high performance. Nonprobability purposeful sampling was used, given the
research question and the purpose of this study. Nonprobability sampling allows the
researcher to use individuals who are accessible, represent the characteristics of the
population, and who align to the purpose of the research study (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). With purposeful sampling, the researcher purposely seeks out subjects who fit the
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study’s research question and who will provide information-rich data for in-depth study
(Patten, 2012; Patton, 2002).
To identify the eight Title I middle school principals in San Diego County, the
researcher searched the California School Dashboard website and reviewed the dashboard
data for each of the 52 Title I middle schools and determined that 22 schools met the 2year growth trend prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.
For this study, the eight Title I middle school principals met at least five of the six
following criteria:
● Principal was employed at a current middle school within San Diego County with a
minimum of 30 staff members.
● Evidence of leading a school with a culture of high performance.
● Principal participant had a minimum of 2 or 3 years of experience serving as principal
at their current site.
● A minimum of 5 years’ experience in the K-12 profession.
● Membership in professional associations in their field, such as the Association of
California School Administrators (ACSA).
● Articles, paper, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
By narrowing the sample frame to a carefully selected smaller group or sample,
the researcher is able to make inferences and generalizations about the entire population,
given that the sample is a quality representation of the study’s target population (Patten,
2012). Additionally, qualitative studies depend less on the sample size and are rather
more dependent on the richness of the information gathered from the subjects coupled
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with the researcher’s capabilities to analyze the data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010;
Patton, 2002). Considering this phenomenological study, there were eight Title I middle
school principals who met the sample criteria listed above and participated in the study
(see Table 5). The sample size of eight participants represents 15% of the target
population of 52 Title I middle schools withing San Diego County schools.
Table 5
Study Participant Criteria
Participants

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Principal was employed at a current middle school
within San Diego County with a minimum of 30 staff
members.

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Evidence of leading a school with a culture of high
performance.

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Principal participant had a minimum of 2 or 3 years of
experience serving as principal at their current site.

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

A minimum of 5 years’ experience in the K-12
profession.

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Membership in professional associations in their field,
such as the Association of California School
Administrators (ACSA).

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Articles, paper, or materials written, published, or
presented at conferences or association meetings

x

Demographic Data
Eight Title I middle school principals in San Diego County were selected to
participate in the study. The participants were each assigned a number to maintain
confidentiality. The assigned number was based on the date each principal agreed to
participate in the study. As a result of this step, the participant demographic data were
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reported without reference to any individual, school, or district. Of the eight middle
school principals, three were females and five were males. The years serving in the K-12
profession ranged from 15 years to 31, and the number of years serving as principal at
their current site ranged from 3 years to 14 years. Table 6 represents the demographic
data of the eight Title I middle school principals who participated in the study.
Table 6
Demographic Data of Study Participants
Study participant

Gender

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

M
F
M
M
M
F
F
M

Years in K-12
profession
30
15
30
31
23
22
24
27

Years at current site
6
4
3
14
12
3
8
13

Presentation and Analysis of Data
For this study, the researcher used cross-interview analysis to organize and
analyze the descriptive, rich findings (Patton, 2002). McMillan and Schumacher (2010)
pointed out that “qualitative analysis is a relatively systematic process of coding,
categorizing, and interpreting data to provide explanations of a single phenomenon of
interest” (p. 367). After the interviews were transcribed into Microsoft Word, the
researcher organized and uploaded the data into Microsoft Excel for coding. Coding is
the process of examining raw data and identifying smaller segments of the data that are
then analyzed and assigned codes or labels (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Specifically, with the aid of Microsoft Excel, the researcher carefully analyzed the
interview data and identified codes.
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The researcher then organized the codes into larger categories or themes that
“captured the essence of the codes” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 377). Because
the responses were organized according to each interview question, the researcher
identified the codes and then identified the key themes that emerged based on similar
responses by the eight principals. Frequency tables were developed to organize and
illustrate the themes that emerged from the coding process. Additionally, supplemental
artifacts were collected, analyzed, and included in the coding process. The artifacts
included interview observations such as body language, voice inflections, and facial
expressions. Data were also collected from the SARC along with related artifacts from
school and district websites. The artifacts were organized and combined to codes as the
artifacts shared similarities or aligned to the various themes or codes that emerged from
the interview question responses.
Data by Research Question
This phenomenological study was guided by one central question and seven
subquestions. The central question served as the overall guide in the identification of
themes. Because the subquestions were directly aligned to the seven servant leadership
constructs, the data analysis and coding of the interview questions along with the
interview observations and supplemental artifacts provided the findings that emerged for
each of Patterson’s (2003) servant leadership constructs.
Central Research Question
What is the impact of Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership constructs on
establishing a culture of high performance as perceived by middle school principals of
Title I middle schools?
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Subquestions
1. What is the impact of the agapao leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
2. What is the impact of the humility leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
3. What is the impact of the altruism leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
4. What is the impact of the vision leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
5. What is the impact of the trust leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
6. What is the impact of the empowerment leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
7. What is the impact of the service leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
The data analysis and rigorous coding process first involved transcribing the
interview responses into Microsoft Word and then merged to Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet. Because the responses were organized by question, the data was analyzed,
line by line and question by question, and initial codes were identified based on their
alignment to the study’s research questions. These codes were then organized to new
worksheets, and color coding was used to further categorize the data. For each
worksheet, a second review and analysis of the themes was conducted resulting in the
identification of subthemes based on similar responses from all eight middle school
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principals. This step was repeated numerous times further reorganizing and consolidating
the data, which finally resulted in 23 themes and 393 frequencies across the seven
constructs of agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service.
Additionally, supplemental artifacts yielded 21 frequencies generating a combined total
including the interview frequencies of 414. Figure 5 (repeated here for ease of reference)
illustrates an overview of the data analysis and interview coding process used in this
study.

Interview responses transcibed to Microsoft Word

Interview responses merged to Microsoft Excel

Responses analyzed and themes identifed

Themes categorized and color coded
Subthemes identified and data consolidated
(step repeated multiple times)
Data analysis and coding process resulting in 23 themes and 393 frequencies

Figure 5. Overview of the data analysis and interview coding process used in the study.

For the themes to be considered for the study, they needed to be referenced by a
minimum of four (50%) of the study’s eight participants. Figure 6 shows the frequency
and percentage of references, and Figure 7 shows the distributions of themes per
construct.
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Figure 6. Frequency and percentage of references for each construct.

The percentages of references for each construct ranged from a minimum of 12%
to a maximum of 18%. Agapao love emerged with the highest frequencies with 69 (18%)
and four themes. Humility followed with the second highest frequencies with 63 (16%)
and also with four themes. Both trust and vision had the third highest frequencies with
60 (15%) and 59 (15%) respectively and three and four themes respectively. Altruism,
empowerment, and service all emerged with the lowest frequencies and shared the same
percentage with 12%. Altruism had a frequency total of 48 and three themes.
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Empowerment had a frequency total of 47 and two themes. Finally, service had a
frequency total of 47 and three themes.

Themes in Each Construct
4

4

4

3

3

3

2

Agapao Love

Humility

Altruism

Vision

Trust

Empowerment

Service

Figure 7. Number of themes in each construct.

The section that follows provides a detailed outline of the qualitative interview
data that were analyzed and coded and that directly aligned to the study’s research
question to explore and describe the eight San Diego County Title I middle school
principals’ perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs on establishing a
culture of high performance.
Agapao Love: Subquestion 1 Theme Results
What is the impact of the agapao leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
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Agapao love is to do the right thing for the right reasons. Agapao love leaders
care more for their followers than the interest of the organization resulting in greater
understanding, gratitude, kindness, forgiveness, and compassion (Gunn, 2002; Patterson,
2003). Four themes emerged from the findings from the agapao love construct signifying
that Title I middle school principals perceive putting needs of others first, demonstrating
care and compassion, modeling love, and listening to understand, contribute to a culture
of high performance.
Agapao love emerged with the highest number of frequencies with 69 references
and accounted for 18% of the data. Table 7 and Figure 8 display the themes and
frequencies that emerged for agapao love. From the 69 total references for agapao love,
four themes emerged ranging from a low of nine references to the maximum of 22
references. Modeling love had the highest number of references accounting for 32% of
all the agapao love references and was cited by eight out of eight (100%) participants.
This theme was referenced once in the artifacts collected from the school website.
Demonstrating care and compassion followed closely with 20 references accounting for
29% of the agapao love references and was also cited by seven out of eight (87.5%)
participants. Putting needs of others first had the third highest references with 18 (26%)
and was referenced by seven out of eight (87.5%) participants. Last, five out of eight
participants referenced listen to understand nine times, accounting for 13% of the agapao
love references.
Putting needs of others first. This theme was referenced 18 times, making up
26% of the total for agapao love and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants.
Middle school principals expressed the importance of putting the needs of others first in
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developing a culture of high performance. Participant 6 explained how he did not
generally think of the interests of the organization as either/or. He stated,
I think often they can be “and.” So the interests of the organization can align and
be on par with the needs of the staff. I believe if the leader is effective in their
work, then there is space for both, and ideally, they should align so that service to
one is service to the other.

Table 7
Agapao Love Themes and Frequencies
Theme

Number of
respondents

% based
on N

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifacts
sources

Putting needs
of others first

7

87.5

18

0

0

Frequency
of
reference
18

Demonstrating
care &
compassion

7

87.5

20

0

0

20

Modeling love

8

100.0

22

0

1

23

Listening to
understand

5

62.5

9

0

0

9

Note. The N for interview participants = 8.

Expanding further on his point, Participant 6 asserted that the welfare of his
students, in particular, meeting their needs as whole students can be in service to their
academic learning. In fact, he went on to say,
I think that also applies to the students’ academic expectations and needs. They
don’t have to be an either or with students’ social emotional needs. They can be
partnered. They can be aligned. They can be in service to each other. So
depending on how you do academics, you can also be about supporting students’
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mental health, social needs, developmental needs, psychological needs while
doing the academics and vice versa. So it doesn’t always have to be an either or,
and I would say philosophically all of my staff are on board with this.

Agapao Love
25

22

20

20
18
15

10

9
5

0

Putting needs of
others first

Demonstrating care
& compassion

Modeling love

Listening to
understand

Figure 8. Agapao love themes and frequencies.
Participant 4 also highlighted the value of agapao love in his school’s culture and
how the culture of the school underscores the needs of others first. He shared the saying
about an African greeting by which instead of saying hello, they say I see you, and added,
“I think one way is to act in such a way that the humans around, whether they are adults
or kids, know that they are being seen and know that they are being respected for who
they are.”
Demonstrating care and compassion. This theme had the second highest
references in the construct of agapao love at 29%. The theme was referenced 20 times by
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87.5% of the participants. As indicated by the high number of references, middle school
principals expressed their strong beliefs that demonstrating care and compassion
contribute to culture of high performance. Participant 7 explained how they spend a lot
of time at her school looking at their culture, specifically developing a culture focused on
relationships. She pointed out,
We live by the tenet that we want the place to be a space where kids want to come
to school, where parents want to send their children, and adults want to come to
work. I think that people are going to be able to perform more or do their best if
they’re taking care of on a personal level.
Participant 3 added to the construct of agapao love by explaining how he demonstrates it
daily, and especially, the impact it has when people make mistakes and one shows
compassion. He stated, “My perception in my community around agapao love is to
connect with the students and families in such a way that you show caring, compassion,
and love, and it’s something I project daily.” He continued,
I believe that they should be aware of their mistakes, and we need to be flexible
and show compassion before we move to the next steps of punishment and
consequences. So to me, that’s a way to make the students understand that caring
is a very important value within ourselves whether you are an adult or student.
Participant 1 shared how his staff is dedicated to serving their school community
and their specific population and stated, “It is that genuine care and understanding for our
community and compassion for the struggles they are enduring. Our staff understand our
students, and their families, and where they are coming from.” Another example of
middle school principals demonstrating care and compassion was shared by Participant 6.
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He described how he makes it a priority to get know his staff deeply and learn about their
lives outside of work. Because he knows his staff at a deep personal level, he is able to
make decisions that show he truly cares for them. Participant 6 explained that he has
made decisions about his master schedule and made sure certain teachers had a last
period prep period because of family and personal needs. For example, he had a teacher
who was a military veteran with mental health needs and had ongoing therapy and
physical therapy appointments. By ensuring that the teacher had a sixth-period prep
period, it provided the teacher an opportunity to leave early for his appointments and not
have to miss work. For the second example, he went on to say,
I’ve had staff who had to help take care of aging loved ones and that sort of thing,
and so trying to find ways to move the system a little bit like with the master
schedule to help create space for them to better take care of their family needs is a
priority for me, a point of compassion.
Modeling love. This theme had the highest number of references for the agapao
love construct with 32%. This theme was referenced 22 times by 100% of the
participants. Middle school principals were clear that modeling love and living it every
day was a key part of agapao love and plays a significant role in establishing a culture of
high performance. Participant 1 discussed how modeling agapao love sends a strong
message to everyone and that his behavior has a ripple effect across campus. He stated,
“I really see servant leadership as you model and live it every day, so your staff and
community see that and emulates that in their actions throughout the day.” Likewise,
Participant 4 stated, “I practice modeling and trying to build a safe culture. Most of the
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agapao love that takes place at my school is from teachers, and from aides, from our
security people, our office staff, cafeteria staff. Everybody does it.”
Participant 6 highlighted how modeling love towards her staff can be infectious
and stated,
In turn, by me demonstrating care for them as a person, and their family, and their
well-being they’re actually going to be better at their work with kids. It’s more
likely they’re going to pass along that idea of compassion, trust, and care.
Listening to understand. This theme had nine references accounting for 13% of
agapao love construct. The theme was referenced by 62.5% of the participants.
Listening to understand was considered an important element of agapao love. Middle
school principals perceived that this theme contributes to a culture of high performance.
Participant 1 discussed the importance and value of listening to understand and shared,
“It’s really about taking that time to really understand situations whether it be staff,
parents, students, and taking the time to hear, listen and validate where people are.” He
further stated,
When you have a perception and you think you know the why and don’t take the
time to understand it from their perspective, I think you miss a lot and move
forward with what you believe and that’s a disservice because you are not really
getting to the root of a situation and fully serving them.
Participant 4 agreed and stated, “The first thing is just to listen.” Likewise,
Participant 2 highlighted that listening deeply to understand “being a good listener, an
active listener, and validating peoples’ thoughts and concerns” is one way that love is
demonstrated and contributes to a culture of high performance.
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Humility: Subquestion 2 Theme Results
What is the impact of the humility leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
Humility is the importance of being humble and having modesty, not being
mistaken for meekness or the absence of strength. It is a virtue characterized by one’s
own talents and abilities and an outward rejection of self-interest while placing true value
on the recognition and success of others (Den Hartog et al., 1999). Similar to agapao
love, there were four themes that emerged for the humility construct. Findings from the
interviews demonstrated that middle school principals perceive showing gratitude to
staff, displaying vulnerability, putting my staff first, and modeling the way contribute to a
culture of high performance.
Humility construct had the second most references by middle school principals
with 63 accounting for 16% of the total data. Table 8 and Figure 9 display the themes
and frequencies that emerged for humility. The references for the four themes that
emerged ranged from a low 10 references to a high of 25 references. Displaying
vulnerability had the greatest number of references for the participants with 25,
accounting for 40% of the total references for the humility construct and was referenced
by 62.5% of the participants. Putting my staff first followed with 15 references. This
theme accounted for 24% of the references and was referenced by 87.5% of the
participants. Modeling the way was referenced 13 times, accounting for 21% of the
references, and 100% of the study’s participant referenced this theme. Showing gratitude
to staff was referenced 10 times. In addition, this theme was referenced twice in the
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artifacts collected from the school websites. This theme was referenced by 50% of the
participants and accounted for 16% of the total references for the humility construct.
Table 8
Humility Themes and Frequencies
Theme

Number of
respondents

% based
on N

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifacts
sources

Showing
gratitude to
staff

4

50.0

10

0

2

Frequency
of
references
12

Displaying
vulnerability
Putting my
staff first
Modeling the
way

5

62.5

25

0

0

25

7

87.5

15

0

0

15

8

100.0

13

0

0

13

Note. The N for interview participants = 8.

Humilty
9
8

8

7

7

6
5

5

4
3

4

2
1
0

Showing gratitude to
staff

Displaying
vulnerability

Putting my staff first Modeling the way

Figure 9. Humility themes and frequencies.
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Showing gratitude to staff. This theme was referenced 10 times, accounting for
16% of the references for the humility construct. The theme was referenced by 50% of
the participants. Middle school principals discussed how showing gratitude to staff
contributes to a culture of high performance. Participant 3 described how he makes it a
priority to show gratitude to his staff and stated, “What I do in every meeting is I make
sure that I provide acknowledgement to certain individuals within the staff. I try to do
that throughout the whole year-looking for something special on every individual.”
Participant 1 agreed and stated,
Even minor things or little things that staff get recognized for goes a long way.
They have more confidence and feel stronger in taking those risks and moving
forward, and the acknowledgement really goes a long way in reinforcing their
efforts and ensuring they are going in the right direction.
Participant 5 discussed a situation in which she and her assistant principal provided a lot
of extra time and support to teachers who provided tutoring after school during COVID.
She went on to say, “All the work that we did wasn’t as an important as ensuring that the
teachers were valued and appreciated, and we couldn’t have done it without them-all the
praise and gratitude went to the teachers.”
Displaying vulnerability. This theme had the highest number of references with
25, which accounted for 40% of the humility construct and was referenced by 62.5% of
the participants. The high number of references by middle school principals indicated
that displaying vulnerability contributes to a culture of high performance. Participant 2
shared a time when she held the first staff meeting of year to address concerns that her
staff was not feeling validated or heard. In fact, she made four public commitments to
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them during that staff meeting, and at the end of the year, she sent them a survey to assess
her progress with her commitments. Participant 2 explained,
When we returned, I did that publicly. I called it out. I owned it, and I did that
with all my staff at our first staff meeting before we even hit go, because I knew if
I didn’t there would be no trust there, and I knew I had to own my areas of
growth.
She went on to say,
It was not an easy task. It was probably the hardest thing I have done in my
career, but I think it has been the most beneficial for our kids in the long run
because I feel our school culture is that much stronger.
Participant 6 had a similar situation that occurred when she held a voluntary staff
meeting to discuss serious concerns that were raised by her staff after a social media post
surfaced about her private life. During the staff meeting, she shared the truth about the
social media post and gave her staff an opportunity to ask questions and share their
thoughts, and even allowed one staff member to read a letter out loud describing how she
was not fit to do her job. Participant 6 expressed how the experience made her feel
absolutely vulnerable and added, “It was a challenging thing to do, and I have peers that
said that they would never do that and that was a mistake.” However, she went on to say,
“I am very happy that I did it because I’m still here.”
Putting my staff first. This theme had 15 references, accounting for 24% of the
total references for the humility construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the
participants. Middle school principals agreed that putting their staff first provided a
supportive environment and contributed to a culture of high performance. Participant 3
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was clear that his staff came first and pointed out, “I definitely put them first, and I don’t
worry about taking credit for the successes we have. I’m always thinking about their
well-being.” Likewise, Participant 1 stated, “It’s not about the leader standing up and
saying, yes, I led you though this. It’s really about putting them on that pedestal.”
Participant 8 had different perspective about putting his staff first and stated, “I
would say it has never been just about putting my needs in front of staff and teachers, it’s
really about putting my needs after the needs of everyone in the school.” He further
described how he approaches leading as the principal in the same way he approached
teaching in the classroom. He stated, “I want to be really good at the work, and I want to
support people, and make other people happy, and that always gave me kind of a charge
so it’s very reciprocal.”
Modeling the way. This theme was referenced 13 times by 100% of the
participants and accounted for 21% of the total references for the humility construct. All
eight middle school principals agreed that demonstrating humility by modeling the way
impacted a culture of high performance. Participant 1 described the impact of humility
and asserted, “It’s one of those constant things, every day, to the point where you just live
it.” Participant 2 expressed how modeling the way helps her build traditions throughout
the year “so that they know that I hear them, I see them, and I care about them.”
Participant 4 pointed out that humility was about showing up when you do not want to
show up. He added, “It’s about showing up and serving people when you are tired and a
little bit sick, or distracted in your head, but showing up and doing what you are supposed
to do because I know it’s important.”
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Participant 6 described an experience when he shared with his staff that he was
still in the midst of deep grief after the recent death of his wife. He explained that the
experience allowed him to model and make it okay to discuss something that is a
sensitive issue. He stated, “Taking an opportunity as a leader to share my own grief, not
the details of my grief, but how the process of grief really should be something that’s
openly talked about, sort of normalize it and normalizing mental health.” Participant 8
described the importance of leading by example, and explained,
I expected people would observe how I handled the work, and then would respect
me for that, and then would endeavor and approach the work the same way. In
other words, not asking people to do something that you’re not willing to do
yourself.
Altruism: Subquestion 3 Theme Results
What is the impact of the altruism leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
Altruism is demonstrating unselfish concern for the welfare of another even with
a risk or sacrifice against one’s personal self-interest. It involves deriving personal
pleasure from helping and seeking what’s best for others, often with an attitude of
humility, modesty, and selflessness (DeYoung, 2000; Monroe, 1994; Patterson, 2003).
Findings from the interviews indicated that middle school principals perceived building
community, modeling selflessness, and investing truly in staff and students contribute to
a culture of high performance.
Altruism construct was referenced 48 times, accounting for 12% of the total data.
Table 9 and Figure 10 display the themes and frequencies that emerged for altruism.
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Table 9
Altruism Themes and Frequencies
Theme

Number of
respondents

% based
on N

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifacts
sources

Builds
community

6

75.0

14

0

0

Frequency
of
references
14

Modeling
selflessness
Investing truly
in staff and
students

7

87.5

13

0

0

13

6

75.0

21

0

2

23

Note. The N for interview participants = 8.

There were three themes that emerged for altruism: builds community, modeling
selflessness, and investing truly in staff and students. The builds community theme was
referenced 14 times and constituted 29% of the references for altruism and was
referenced by 75% of the participants. Modeling selflessness was referenced 13 times
and accounted for 27% of the altruism references. Investing truly in staff and students
theme had the greatest number references with 21, which accounted for 44% of all the
altruism construct references. This theme was also referenced twice in the artifacts
collected from the school websites.
Builds community. This theme was referenced 14 times, accounting for 29% of
the references for altruism and was referenced by six out of eight participants. Middle
school principals indicated that altruism builds community and a sense of belonging for
students and staff, which contribute to a culture of high performance. Participant 2 stated
that it was imperative the focus is outward for the betterment of the students. He
continued,
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I believe our students would benefit because they would feel part of the school
community and feel a sense of belonging, and not just the leader but when all
adults are displaying unselfish concerns for the welfare of each other as well as
for the students.
Participant 1 agreed and stated, “It’s the about the little things you do that help develop a
cohesive staff, working and bringing the staff together- more gets done when you work
together as opposed to working independently.” Participant 4 stated, “Those kinds of
things, when you stick your neck out for people or give someone a break because you
understand them as a person, I think that builds trust, community, and relationships.”
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Figure 10. Altruism themes and frequencies.
Participant 7 expanded on the importance of altruism being integrated into the
school’s culture and stated, “This goes back to service. Our expectation for our students

118

is that we learn so that we can do things to make the world a better place.” She explained
that her sixth-grade students all read the book Iqbal, a story of an Afghan child who
works in a brick factory and escapes and helps others to escape at risk to himself. She
continued, “We bring those things in, so that our students know, and it gives them a
reason to learn, because we want them to know that what they learn in school, they can
and should apply to help others.”
Modeling selflessness. This theme was referenced 13 times by 87.5% of the
participants. The theme accounted for 27% of all the references for the altruism
construct. Seven of the eight middle school principals described the positive influence
modeling selflessness had on the culture of high performance. Participant 1 stated,
When you model selflessness as the leader, people see it, and then they are more
inclined to also live those types of things. So when the leader shows that
selflessness, like by picking up the trash, little things like that, everyone sees that,
and that’s the kind of things you want to embed in a culture.
Participant 3 described how they have created a parent/family center right on campus to
ensure all his families get support for whatever their needs. He continued,
As a leader, I model a vision of caring for our community members, students,
parents, and even our community members that don’t have children at our school.
I model kindness, and I’m clear with everyone about the resources we have
available for our students and families.
Participant 4 explained that altruism occurs when “you are giving beyond yourself. You
are giving in spite of someone else is toward you.” Participant 5 recounted how she and
her assistant principal spent a lot of time covering classes for teachers who were out sick
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during COVID. She continued, “Setting the tone-the culture that I am willing to do
whatever you can’t do or whatever you need. We are all here helping each other out.”
Investing truly in staff and students. This theme had the highest number of
references with 21. The references accounted for 44% of the total for construct of
altruism and were referenced by 75% of the participants. Middle school principals
prioritized investing truly in staff and students, which contributed to a culture of high
performance. Participant 2 stated, “Being able to take risks because you know it’s going
to benefit the students. I think it’s highly impactful when you are focusing on others, and
what’s in their best interest because it would bring about a positive impact.” Participant 3
stated,
I believe how we treat others, how we treat our students in our classrooms, and
how we believe in them can make a big difference. I believe, the impact in our
achievement has to do with how much we believe in our students and families.
Participant 6 discussed how he and his staff have a belief that their work is centered on
meeting the needs of the whole kid, academically, socially, psychologically. He further
expressed the sacrifices that are made to invest in his students and stated,
I’ve got staff who show it in different ways. We have staff who will have every
lunch open to tutoring and after school every day, and then other staff are leading
multiple clubs to give space for kids to find niches for them and especially in
middle school that’s really important. I have staff who are stepping up to want to
run an east coast trip for the eighth graders, and it’s on their own time. It’s not a
school sponsored thing, and they’re not getting paid by the school to do it. This is
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out of love and care for kids, and that’s going on across my campus now in lots of
different ways which is which is really wonderful.
Vision: Subquestion 4 Theme Results
What is the impact of the vision leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
A bridge from the present to the future is created by a collaborative mindset,
adding meaning to the organization, sustaining higher levels of motivation, and
withstanding challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Landsberg, 2003; Méndez-Morse, 1993;
Nanus, 1992). Findings from the interview indicated middle school principals perceive
that continuous affirmation of the vision; vision as a litmus test; promotes clarity,
cohesion, and direction; and co-constructed vision fosters ownership all contribute to a
culture of high performance.
The vision construct had four themes that emerged with 59 total references,
accounting for 15% of the total data. Table 10 and Figure 11 display the themes and
frequencies that emerged for vision. The themes ranged from a low of 10 references and
a high of 20 references. The theme promotes clarity, cohesion, and direction had the
greatest number of references with 20. The theme accounted for 34% of the references
for vision construct and was referenced by 100% of the participants. The theme coconstructed vision fosters ownership followed with 15 references, which accounted for
25% of vision construct and was referenced by 75% of the participants. Vision as a
litmus test theme had 14 references accounting for 24% of the vision construct and was
referenced by 75% of the participants. Finally, continuous affirmations of the vision
theme had 10 references. The theme was referenced by seven out of eight participants
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and accounted for 17% of the total references for the vision construct. Additionally, this
theme was referenced six times in the artifacts collected from the school websites.
Table 10
Vision Themes and Frequencies
Theme

Number of
respondents

% based
on N

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifacts
sources

Continuous
affirmations
of the vision

7

87.5

10

0

6

Frequency
of
references
16

Vision as a
litmus test
Promotes
clarity,
cohesion, and
direction
Co-constructed
vision fosters
ownership

6

75.0

14

0

0

14

8

100.0

20

0

0

20

6

75.0

15

0

0

15

Note. The N for interview participants = 8.

Continuous affirmations of the vision. This theme had 10 references and was
referenced by 87.5% of the participants. The theme accounted for 17% of the total
references for the vision construct. Middle school principals expressed the value in
continually affirming the vision and how this fosters a culture of high performance.
Participant 2 stated, “Vision impacts me on a daily basis. It impacts my leadership as far
as school culture as far as anything that I do. I think it goes back to living it, modeling it,
and reflecting on it.” Participant 5 discussed how the vision is read over the intercom
every morning, and she believes her students know the school has a vision and actually
understand it. She added, “The punch line of our vision is to do better and be better, and
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so we bring that in a lot in the front office when we are working with students.” She
continued,
So just using the language in my communication on a regular basis-it’s on my
weekly communication to parents. It’s right there with my weekly
communication with teachers, and the weekly bulletin. So it’s always there and
available. I use the same vision language when I’m crafting things such as when
we talk about developing curiosity and developing communication skills. I try to
weave the language into my messaging on a regular basis.
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Figure 11. Vision themes and frequencies.
Vision as a litmus test. This theme was referenced 14 times, accounting for 24%
of the vision construct and was referenced by 75% of the participants. Middle school
principals described using vision as a litmus test to ensure decisions were aligned to the
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school’s core values, which contributed to a culture of high performance. Participant 4
stated, “When you have a north star, for example, you might have a north star for SEL
and a north star for academics; you can reflect everything that you are doing off of the
values incorporated in that north star.” Participant 7 stated, “We look at our vision and
we keep that in our minds when we make decisions.” Likewise, Participant 1 stated,
It’s about using the vision as your litmus test and say is that in line with where we
are going. It could be curricular, behavioral, responding to a parent complaint, or
just making sure when you are responding to a decision that it is alignment with
your vision and where your headed as a school.
Participant 2 agreed: “The vision is at the forefront of anything we do. It’s kind of like
the thread and pulling it through the needle. Anything we do should be connected to
what our ultimate vision is.” She iterated the importance of checking in with the vision
and stated,
What I mean, if we are going to build this equity team so if the vision includes all
students, then whatever we are doing then we would check in and see if it is
aligning with the vision. Then, as far as actions, there is an overall mindfulness of
what it is that we are trying to accomplish even if it’s your teaching in the
classroom, your classroom culture and behaviors of how you interact with
students is going to be the overall charging theme which is your vision.
Promotes clarity, cohesion, and direction. This theme had the highest number
of references for the vision construct with 20 accounting for 34% of the total references.
Additionally, 100% of the participants referenced this theme in their responses. All eight
middle school principals agreed that vision promoted clarity, cohesion, and direction for
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everyone and as a result contributes to a culture of high performance. Participant 7
discussed how the vision promotes cohesion among staff members, which enables peerto-peer support. She described a counter example and stated,
I have been at schools where everybody worked really hard but at their own thing.
It’s like spinning wheels, you don’t get the same results, you don’t move forward,
you don’t get better at what you do, but everybody’s really tired and works very
hard. Everyone is working really hard on completely different things.
Participant 3 agreed about the impact vision provides and stated, “It is absolutely one of
the most important things to have so that we know that we are all working together and
moving in the same direction.” Participant 4 explained how the vision really helps when
introducing new priorities or initiatives. He stated, “Vision helps everything to make
sense instead of this is something new. Oh, they are trying some crazy new thing. No,
this is something that makes sense for our goal.” Participant 1 explained how vision
empowers staff and gives them direction. He explained,
It's clarity; when we have the vision prioritized what we begin to see is clarity.
We are more focused and able to answer questions more readily not only from the
leadership perspective, but as a staff they are also more comfortable to take the
initiative to resolve their own question because they know where we are going.
Co-constructed vision fosters ownership. This theme was referenced 15 times,
which accounted for 25% of the vision construct and was referenced by 75% of the
participants. Middle school principals asserted that the co-construction of the school’s
vision fosters ownership by the school community and ultimately contributes to a culture
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of high performance. Participant 3 emphasized how collaboration was crucial in creating
the vision and stated,
I believe the vision is part of taking ownership but at the same time it is important
to include all stakeholders within the vision. By including everyone’s input and
desires to make our place an effective learning environment for me that goes a
long way because what’s going to happen is that teachers and staff are going to
take ownership.
Participant 5 iterated the importance of collaboration in creating the school’s vision. She
stated,
I think it really helps us to be on common ground with the same understanding,
especially when the vision has been constructed collaboratively which we had the
opportunity to do. We first took it to our leadership team and asked them to take
a look at it, and then we had some parents look at it. We had some staff look at it,
and we continued to craft it. So there was a buy in and new shared experience
that we hadn’t had before. I think that piece is a really solid foundation to moving
some work forward and having some common understanding and same goals.
Trust: Subquestion 5 Theme Results
What is the impact of the trust leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
Trust is the level of confidence that one individual has in another’s competence
and his or her willingness to act in a fair, ethical, and predictable manner. Trust is
essential to organizational culture; integrity and care for others are valued by the leader
and followers (Joseph & Winston, 2005; Patterson, 2003). Findings from the interview
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indicated middle school principals perceive that providing a supportive environment,
following through, and focusing on relationships contribute to a culture of high
performance.
Trust construct was referenced 60 times, accounting for 15% of the total data.
Table 11 and Figure 12 display the themes and frequencies that emerged for the trust
construct. Analysis of the interview responses revealed three themes for trust: provide a
supportive environment, follow-through, and focus on relationships. The focus on
relationships theme had the greatest number of references with 32, accounting for 53% of
the trust construct references. This theme was referenced by all eight participants
(100%). In addition, this theme was referenced three times in the artifacts collected from
the school websites. The provide a supportive environment theme had 20 references.
The theme accounted for 33% of the references for the trust construct and was also
referenced by 100% of the participants. This theme was referenced once in the artifacts
collected from the school website. The follow-through theme had eight references,
accounting for 13% of the trust construct references. The theme was referenced by
87.5% of the participants.
Provide a supportive environment. This theme was referenced 20 times, which
accounted for 33% of the references for the trust construct and was referenced by all
eight participants. The middle school principals agreed that providing a supportive
environment contributed to a culture of high performance. Participant 1 emphasized the
importance of encouraging teachers, especially during setbacks or failures. He stated,
You encourage them to take risks to follow their hearts, their guts, their beliefs,
what they value about students and it’s supporting them when they make those
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decisions. So if I have teacher and I say go for it and they try it and it fails, it’s
not about coming back and dropping a hammer on them. It’s about supporting
them through that failure and saying okay what did we learn, how can we make it
better, and not discouraging them from taking that risk or trying something new to
impact students. It’s about supporting them through the learning of that failure.
It’s about you modeling that because that’s what you want them doing in the
classroom.
Participant 2 discussed how she always focused on what is best for students and also
doing what is best for staff. She stated, “When I say what’s best for staff, it’s making
sure that there is an environment that is a positive environment where you want to come
to work, to the school, to the organization.” Participant 2 also highlighted the value of
trust and how it supports risk taking. She added that when trust is established, teachers
will “try to implement things differently in the classroom and know it’s okay to take that
risk, if higher level of learning can be obtained.”
Table 11
Trust Themes and Frequencies
Theme

Number of
respondents

% based
on N

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifacts
sources

Provide a
supportive
environment

8

100.0

20

0

1

Frequency
of
references
21

Follow-through

7

87.5

8

0

0

8

Focus on
relationships

8

100.0

32

0

3

35

Note. The N for interview participants = 8.
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Figure 12. Trust themes and frequencies.

Participants 1, 5, and 6 gave examples and described the trust that is developed
when staff come to them with ideas and they support and validate their ideas, particularly
when money is involved. Participant 6 stated,
Working with teachers to create a space to take risks and not everything works
and that’s okay, but validating their ideas is also a demonstration of trust
especially when those ideas require money and being willing to spend money on
things that they want to do.
Participant 1 explained that a teacher came to him with an idea to improve math
instruction that involved a lot of time, lesson studies, and developing instructional
practices. He continued,
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I really wanted to support this endeavor because I saw the benefits it could bring
the teachers that are involved and to the campus overall and ultimately to the
students. So I said, ‘Let’s go forward.’ I wanted to show that teacher that I
trusted her, trusted the direction, and trusted her work.
Participant 5 discussed validating the work of her staff and the importance of providing
professional trust and not micromanaging. She then recounted a time when her art
teacher came to her requesting for lots of money for supplies. She stated, “I was giving
her money without questioning her, and she was very grateful and very appreciative, and
then she would come and show me some of things they did in class.”
Follow-through. This theme was referenced eight times, accounting for 13% of
the trust construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants. Seven of eight
middle school principals described follow-through as a key element of trust and its
impact on a culture of high performance. Participant 3 described the influence followthrough has on trust, specifically when conducting class observations and visits and then
providing positive feedback to teachers. He stated, “I do believe that follow-through
plays a huge part in trust because if you are presenting something you want to make sure
that you are following through with what you are asking.” Participant 4 stated it simply:
“You got to inspect what you expect. You have to model trust. You have to do what you
say and say what you do.” Participant 8 agreed: “I think that trust factor is really just
from consistency, saying and doing what you say you’re going to do and following
through.” Likewise, Participant 1 stated, “You build that trust following through on your
words and actions.”
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Participant 7 discussed the importance of follow-through and the trust it develops,
particularly when working with parents. She explained that she spent a lot of time
attending events and interacting and meeting with parents when she first arrived at her
school. She pointed out that she built the trust with her community by then “following up
with what I promised or what I said I would do.”
Focus on relationships. This theme had the second most references of all 23
themes with 32, accounting for 53% of the total references for the trust construct. All
eight middle school principals referenced this theme in their interview responses. Indeed,
middle school principals perceive that focusing on relationships builds trust and
ultimately contributes to a culture of high performance. Participant 2 discussed
developing trust by leading with integrity and doing what you say on a daily basis. He
stated, “You have to model it and the more we get to know each other, then the more that
trust is there.” Participant 6 described the ripple effect trust had with his staff. In other
words, trust begets trust. He recounted trusting and supporting a teacher’s idea about
buying some variable and flexible seating for her class. He believed in the work, so he
funded her request. He stated,
So it spread because then other teachers were like those are cool. I didn’t know
those things existed like where did you get those? I just asked [the principal].
Oh, we can just do that? We were like well yeah. So that helps foster trust, and
then also it’s a demonstration of trust like what you think as a teacher in a
classroom matters. You know your kids, you know your kids’ needs, and my job
is to help you help them.
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A major trend that emerged within this theme was middle school principals’ strong belief
that being honest builds trust, which then builds relationships. Participant 5 recounted
how being honest about her background experience with her staff has built trust. She
stated,
Because I have zero experience teaching in the secondary setting, I let my
teachers know that I really count on their expertise as the middle school teachers
and content teachers. So I was like this is your show. I’m here to just guide and
give you the district directives but you are the owner of how it works.
Participant 4 shared that he builds trust with his staff by being up-front with them. He
continued, “I always want to let people know that it is safe to share their opinion. They
are safe to disagree respectfully with me, and I should be able to with them. And staff
members should be with each other.” Participant 3 described an experience when he was
trying to introduce a new instructional practice that involved a lot of work and time. He
was looking for volunteer teachers and wasn’t having any luck, so he had personal and
honest conversations with several teachers about the work, their commitment, and also
the potential for results. A few teachers eventually volunteered. He continued,
As I talk to them now, and we are continuing this work next year, they are willing
to do it, and that has to do with me being honest with them and them trusting the
system we have in place right now.
Empowerment: Subquestion 6 Theme Results
What is the impact of the empowerment leadership construct on establishing a
culture of high performance?
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Empowerment is entrusting power to others. It is virtually giving away power to
followers and allowing them to know and feel significant and important in their role and
contribution. It requires effective listening, valuing love and equity, and an emphasis on
teamwork. Empowerment encourages risk taking and self-accountability to accomplish
tasks and work toward goals (Blanchard, 2000; Melrose, 1995; Patterson, 2003; Russell
& Stone, 2002). Findings from the interview indicated middle school principals perceive
that acknowledging and validating ideas and relinquishing your power and trusting your
staff contributes to culture of high performance.
Empowerment construct had 47 references, accounting for 12% of the total data.
Table 12 and Figure 13 display the themes and frequencies that emerged for the
empowerment construct. Analysis of the interview responses revealed two themes for
empowerment: acknowledge and validate ideas and relinquish power and trust staff
decisions. The acknowledge and validate ideas theme was referenced 12 times,
accounting for 26% of the empowerment construct and was referenced by 100% of the
participants. This theme was referenced once in the artifacts collected from the school
website. The relinquish power and trust staff decisions theme had the greatest number of
references for all the constructs with 35. The theme accounted for 74% of the
empowerment construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants. This theme
was also referenced once in the artifacts collected from the school website.
Acknowledge and validate ideas. This theme was referenced 12 times,
accounting for 26% of the empowerment construct and was referenced by all eight
participants. All eight middle school principals agreed that acknowledging and validating
the ideas from their staff impact empowerment and contribute to a culture of high
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performance. Participant 5 recounted her first year at her site and having to introduce a
district initiative to form an equity team at her site. Initially, she stated that she felt
compelled to take the reins and lead the team but then recognized the strength and talent
of the team members and decided to take a step back. She stated,
I think when you recognize when someone is passionate about something and
then you provide the space for them to shine in that then that’s when you see
empowerment at its finest, because they can just speak with such conviction and
heart then it becomes infectious. So it really takes place when we honor peoples’
strengths, and then see that in the classroom.

Table 12
Empowerment Themes and Frequencies
Theme

Number of
respondents

% based
on N

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifacts
sources

Acknowledge
and validate
ideas

8

100.0

12

0

1

Frequency
of
references
13

Relinquish
power and
trust staff
decisions

7

87.5

35

0

1

36

Note. The N for interview participants = 8.

Participant 3 described how he introduces site priorities and goals at the start of
each year but ensures that his staff is empowered in the process. He continued,
I present them with the vision we have in mind, but at the same time ask them for
input-asking them what they believe is going to work within their classrooms, and
within their grade levels and departments. I take all this work to the site

134

leadership team and going back and forth we have this open communication with
everyone, so they know that we are transparent and at the same time helping them
understand that this is not coming from the top that this is coming from us.
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Figure 13. Empowerment themes and frequencies.

Participant 2 described how empowering her students has made a positive impact
on her school culture. She explained that she gave her students an opportunity to share
their thoughts and ideas about updating the school’s outdated dress code policy. She
stated, “It’s looking for student voice, but not just asking for their voice but allowing
action to take place and having them see a difference,” and she added, “There is value in
that because it gives them value in their home, where they come every day.”
Participant 8 discussed the importance of developing leadership with his staff
whether it is his assistant principal or office manager. He stated,
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I’m always looking for opportunities to empower others because you have
employees that certainly once they have a sense that you’ve entrusted them with
certain responsibilities, I think you develop a stronger connection with those
employees, and you have employees that obviously you know are going to be
willing to engage in more meaningful work and it’s going to motivate them as
well.
Relinquish power and trust staff decisions. This theme had the greatest number
of references for all the themes with 35. The theme accounted for 74% of the
empowerment construct and was referenced by seven out of eight participants. Middle
school principals perceived that relinquishing power and trusting staff decisions as a
critical aspect of empowerment and vital to a culture of high performance. Participant 1
argued that empowerment goes back to trust and giving that trust to others so they can
make decisions. He continued,
I don’t see empowerment not just about leadership. It’s about empowering people
to make decisions with alignment with our vision and our mission but allowing
them to make that decision on the spot, and say I am comfortable, and I know
what that vision is. Yes, let’s do this and not feel that there will be repercussions
because they did not go through the principal. That’s empowerment. You trust
that they are making good decisions. You want them to feel comfortable that they
can make those decisions themselves.
Participant 2 discussed how she gives her staff and department teams the opportunity to
decide what areas of professional development they think is worth their time learning
about. She stated,
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We have an instructional focus, but even with the instructional focus the team will
decide how they are going to implement that in their lesson. I don’t tell them that
they are going to have to do x, y, and z that’s for them to decide what’s going to
be most impactful for student learning.
Participant 4 proclaimed, “I’m only one person.” He went on to say that the
impact he has on students is minimal compared to the huge impact his teachers have on
students every day. He continued,
My role is to empower the teachers to work together within guardrails. Please
stay between these two guardrails and this is where we want to go and work with
your primary team and help each other get better along the way. You have the
power to make this happen, and then let’s look at the results and see if that
doesn’t encourage you to do more and more and that is a gradual release.
Participant 6 described how he sometimes gets questions or push back regarding school
policies and procedures from staff and parents, and he willingly defers the issue to his site
governance committee made up of teachers, classified staff, and parents. He stated,
I’ve always gone back to the governance team. What do we want? Why do we
want it? I think that’s an example of empowerment letting decisions that
technically can be just mine be things that we all give voice to.
Service: Subquestion 7 Theme Results
What is the impact of the service leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
Service is the moral equivalent of giving of oneself to serve others. It implies that
leaders are focused on placing interest on others rather than on their own interest. It can
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be demonstrated through the gift of time, energy, compassion, care, or belongings.
Service places others first (Patterson, 2003; Russell & Stone, 2002). Findings from the
interview indicated middle school principals perceive that service builds community,
selfless giving, and well-being of others comes first contributes to culture of high
performance.
Service construct had 47 references, accounting for 12% of the total data. Table
13 and Figure 14 display the themes and frequencies that emerged for the service
construct. Analysis of the interview responses revealed three themes for service: service
builds community, selfless giving, and well-being of others comes first. The service
builds community theme had the highest number of references with 21, accounting for
45% of the service construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants. In
addition, this theme was referenced four times in the artifacts collected from the school
websites. The selfless giving theme had 11 references, which accounted for 23% of the
service construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants. The well-being of
others comes first theme was referenced 15 times, accounting for 32% of the service
construct and was referenced by 100% of the participants.
Service builds community. This theme had the highest number of references
with 21, accounting for 45% of the service construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the
participants. Middle school principals indicated that service builds community
contributed to a culture of high performance. Participant 8 described how he uses his
staff meetings to model what he wants to see in the classroom. He explained that
something he started early in his career was providing an opportunity for staff to
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recognize and honor each other at the start of every staff meeting and that this practice
has been significant in building and nurturing the school’s culture. He stated,
I try to create this culture where staff are recognizing other staff, because I felt it
was really important that we are not only we recognize others but that we
acknowledge the service and service of others. I think this experience is very
motivating and encourages other people to be more aware of what they can do to
give up themselves for others.
Table 13
Service Themes and Frequencies
Theme

Number of
respondents

% based
on N

Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifacts
sources

Service builds
community
Selfless giving

7

87.5

21

0

4

Frequency
of
references
25

7

87.5

11

0

0

8

Well-being of
others
comes first

8

100.0

15

0

0

32

Note. The N for interview participants = 8.

Participant 5 described a service that is a priority for her and that has developed
her staff relationships with each other, provided cultural connections, and had an overall
positive influence with her staff. She shared,
This may seem odd, but providing food for the staff is a huge thing. Sometimes I
get caught up with what is expected, but what I have found is food makes people
so happy. It makes them want to come to a staff meeting. It makes them want to
stay late for a nigh activity because we provide food.
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Service
9
8

8

7
6

7

7

Service builds community

Selfless giving

5
4
3
2
1
0

Wellbeing of others comes
first

Figure 14. Service themes and frequencies.

Selfless giving. This theme had 11 references, which accounted for 23% of the
service construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants. Middle school
principals perceived that selfless giving contributed to a culture of high performance.
Participant 1 expressed the significance of modeling selfless giving and the invaluable
service it provides for the school community. He stated,
It’s about the selfless giving of time. It’s modeled by leadership. It’s the extra
things that you do to model for staff. Whether it’s coming in on the weekends,
opening the campus, or out in the community supporting a fundraiser or whatever
it might be in the community, but it’s about giving up time. When we model that
and it’s known by staff then they are inclined to do the same. They hear about
those opportunities to attend an event during the weekend or afterschool and make
sure their students and families are aware that they are there supporting them.
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Participant 2 stated, “There are teachers that will not just tutor, but mentor kids and build
trust with kids and do extra time with kids, and they show they care by that relationship
with them.” Participant 3 described how he and his staff regularly donated their time and
money to student fundraisers or donated clothes or school supplies to students and
families in need. He continued,
We are always going that extra mile to show how much we care about our
community, and we are not looking for accolades, and many times we don’t get
them, but the satisfaction that we get is that we are doing the right thing for our
community.
Well-being of others comes first. This theme was referenced 15 times,
accounting for 32% of the service construct and was referenced by 100% of the
participants. Middle school principals all agreed that the well-being of others comes first
contributes to a culture of high performance. Participant 5 discussed the care and support
her staff provided to each other during the COVID pandemic, which exemplified service
to others. She stated,
It was the way the staff cared about each other when somebody was out on
COVID. We had one teacher out with COVID for 3 and a half weeks, which was
much longer than the average, and then people started to get worried. It wasn’t
just about trying to cover their class it was about is there something I need to do
to check in on this teacher at home. We are worried about them. There was a
genuine care about teacher’s well-being outside of just the profession.
Participant 4 expressed the dedication of his staff in service of his students contributes
tremendously to the well-being of his students and families. He stated, “Service is huge-
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people set themselves aside and take care of kids sometimes to the point where they are
out of balance.” He continued,
The very first thing I can think of is our after-school program. There are only
about 120 kids out of 700 but I can go in and talk to our service provider that runs
the program and he knows all of kids. He knows their families. And because he
is pouring himself into the kids, he knows them deeply. Also, our attendance
clerk- she is dealing with parents about kids needs and really listening to the
families trying to find out what’s really impacting kid from coming to school and
then she shares that with me or the assistant principal so we can help.
Participant 1 discussed the love and support that his staff provides to their students and
families, especially during times of crisis. He pointed out that although it may be
difficult to measure, he is confident that prioritizing the well-being of his students and
families contributes to a culture of high performance. He stated,
You now that every little piece is a contributing factor to a student being
successful. Sometimes it’s not the impact you are making on the academic piece,
it’s about the impact you are making on the person. We often get notice of a
student in crisis or a family in crisis such as a family losing their home to a fire
and now, they’re homeless. We put it out there and just to let people know what
happened for informational purposes so that staff that are serving that student are
aware. Immediately what happens is we get people asking, “How can we help? I
have this for the family. Can we do this for the family?” It goes back to that first
question about the love and empathy we have for the ones we serve. So when we
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hear about a student or family in crisis, immediately we have people stepping up
to support them.
Summary
Chapter IV examined and presented the findings for the phenomenological
qualitative study describing Title I middle school principals’ perceived impact of the
seven servant leadership constructs developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a
culture of high performance. The seven constructs included agapao love, humility,
altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service. Specifically, the data collection for
this study captured the lived experience of middle school principals through interviews,
observations, and artifacts. After extensive data analysis and coding of the data, the
findings resulted in 23 themes across the seven constructs.
Key Findings: Agapao Love
Agapao love construct emerged with the highest number of frequencies with 69
references and accounted for 18% of the total references made in the study. The
following four themes emerged from this construct:
1. Modeling love had the highest number of references, accounting for 32% of all the
agapao love references and was cited by eight out of eight (100%) participants.
2. Demonstrating care and compassion had 20 references, accounting for 29% of the
agapao love references and was cited by seven out of eight (87.5%) participants.
3. Putting needs of others first had 18 (26%) references and was referenced by seven out
of eight (87.5%) participants.
4. Listen to understand had nine references, accounting for 13% of the agapao love
construct and was referenced by five out of eight participants (62.5%).
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The findings from the analysis of the data collected showed that middle school
principals perceived the agapao love construct impacts establishing a culture of high
performance. In fact, middle school principals perceived agapao love to have the greatest
impact of the seven constructs.
Key Findings: Humility
Humility construct had the second most references with 63, accounting for 16%
of the total references made in the study. The following four themes emerged from this
construct:
1. Displaying vulnerability had the greatest number of references for the participants
with 25, accounting for 40% of the total references and was referenced by 62.5% of
the participants.
2. Putting my staff first had 15 references, which accounted for 24% of the references
and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants.
3. Modeling the way was referenced 13 times, accounting for 21% of the references, and
100% of the study’s participant referenced this theme.
4. Showing gratitude to staff was referenced 10 times. This theme was referenced by
50% of the participants and accounted for 16% of the total references for the humility
construct.
The findings from the analysis of the data collected showed that middle school
principals perceived the humility construct impacts establishing a culture of high
performance.
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Key Findings: Altruism
Altruism construct was referenced 48 times, accounting for 12% of the total
references made in the study. The following three themes emerged from this construct:
1. Builds community theme was referenced 14 times and constituted 29% of the coded
data for altruism and was referenced by 75% of the participants.
2. Modeling selflessness was referenced 13 times and accounted for 27% of the coded
data for altruism and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants.
3. Investing truly in staff and students theme had the greatest number of references with
21, which accounted for 44% of the coded data for altruism and was referenced by
75% of the participants.
The findings from the analysis of the data collected showed that middle school
principals perceived the altruism construct impacts establishing a culture of high
performance.
Key Findings: Vision
The vision construct had four themes that emerged with 59 total references
accounting for 15% of the total data. The following four themes emerged from this
construct:
1. Promotes clarity, cohesion, and direction had the greatest number of references with
20. The theme accounted for 34% of the data coded for vision and was referenced by
100% of the participants.
2. Co-constructed vision fosters ownership had 15 references, which accounted for 25%
of the coded data for vision and was referenced by 75% of the participants.

145

3. Vision as a litmus test theme had 14 references, accounting for 24% of the vision
construct and was referenced by 75% of the participants.
4. Continuous affirmations of the vision theme had 10 references. The theme was
referenced by seven out of eight participants and accounted for 17% of the total
references for the vision construct.
The findings from the analysis of the data collected showed that middle school
principals perceived the vision construct impacts establishing a culture of high
performance.
Key Findings: Trust
Trust construct was referenced 60 times, accounting for 15% of the total data.
The following three themes emerged from this construct:
1. Focus on relationships theme had the greatest number of references with 32,
accounting for 53% of the trust construct references. This theme was referenced by
all eight participants (100%).
2. Provide a supportive environment theme had 20 references. The theme accounted for
33% of the references for the trust construct and was also referenced by 100% of the
participants.
3. Follow-through theme had eight references, accounting for 13% of the trust construct
references. The theme was referenced by 87.5% of the participants.
The findings from the analysis of the data collected showed that middle school
principals perceived the trust construct impacts establishing a culture of high
performance.
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Key Findings: Empowerment
Empowerment construct had 47 references, accounting for 12% of the total data.
The following three themes emerged from this construct:
1. Acknowledge and validate ideas theme was referenced 12 times, accounting for 26%
of the empowerment construct and was referenced by 100% of the participants.
2. Relinquish power and trust staff decisions theme had the greatest number of
references for all the constructs with 35. The theme accounted for 74% of the
empowerment construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants.
The findings from the analysis of the data collected showed that middle school
principals perceived the empowerment construct impacts establishing a culture of high
performance.
Key Findings: Service
Service construct had 47 references, accounting for 12% of the total data. The
following three themes emerged from this construct:
1. Service builds community theme had the highest number of references with 21,
accounting for 45% of the service construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the
participants.
2. Selfless giving theme had 11 references which accounted for 23% of the service
construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants.
3. Well-being of others comes first theme was referenced 15 times, accounting for 32%
of the service construct and was referenced by 100% of the participants.
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The findings from the analysis of the data collected showed that middle school
principals perceived the service construct impacts establishing a culture of high
performance.
Chapter V concludes with implications for action, unexpected findings,
conclusions and recommendations, and closes with a section on final remarks and
reflections.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview
Chapter V begins with a restatement of the purpose, the central research question,
and the subquestions and contains the research methods and data collection procedures,
population, and sample. It continues with an in-depth description of the study’s major
findings, unexpected findings, and conclusions for Patterson’s seven servant leadership
constructs: agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service. The
chapter closes with the implications for action, recommendations for future research, and
final remarks and reflections.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore and describe Title I
middle school principals’ perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs
developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high performance.
Research Questions
This phenomenological study was guided by one central question and seven
subquestions.
Central Research Question
What is the impact of Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership constructs on
establishing a culture of high performance as perceived by middle school principals of
Title I middle schools?
Subquestions
1. What is the impact of the agapao leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
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2. What is the impact of the humility leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
3. What is the impact of the altruism leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
4. What is the impact of the vision leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
5. What is the impact of the trust leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
6. What is the impact of the empowerment leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
7. What is the impact of the service leadership construct on establishing a culture of high
performance?
Methodology
The team of eight researchers selected a qualitative phenomenological research
design for this study to best describe and examine the core meanings of the K-12 school
leader’s shared experiences. Specifically for this study, the researcher used the
qualitative research design to explore and describe Title I middle school principals’
perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs developed by Patterson on
establishing a culture of high performance. In-depth, standardized, semistructured
interviews were conducted to explore the meaning or essence of a lived experience
among eight Title I middle school principals. The team of eight peer researchers, with
the guidance of faculty experts, created the scripted interview questions, yielding two
questions for each of the seven constructs for a total of 14 interview questions (Appendix
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B). The interviews consisted of one-on-one virtual interviews using Zoom with all eight
middle school principals and served as the primary data collection method for this study.
Before conducting the interviews and collecting data, the researcher first
submitted an application (Appendix G) to the UMass Global University Institutional
Review Board (IRB). The IRB reviews and approves all research involving human
subjects and ensures the research is conducted in accordance with all federal,
institutional, and ethical guidelines. Once the IRB approved the application, the
researcher emailed the participants and scheduled the Zoom interviews. Each participant
was emailed the interview questions (Appendix B), informed consent (Appendix C), and
the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix J).
A scripted interview protocol (Appendix B) was used during the interviews, and
the interviews were recorded and held remotely using the zoom platform. The interviews
ranged from 32 to 58 min in length. The eight recorded interviews were transcribed into
Microsoft Word, organized, and uploaded to Microsoft Excel for coding. With the aid of
Microsoft Excel, the researcher carefully analyzed the interview data and identified
codes. During and after the coding process, a peer researcher and research experts
reviewed and analyzed a sample of the transcribed data, the coding, and categorization.
For this study, the percent agreement technique was used to measure intercoder
reliability, which validated the level of reliability between the researcher, experts, and
peer researcher and resulted in refinement of the codes and themes.
For increased validity, data collection involved method triangulation using
interview data, interview observations, and artifacts. Therefore, additional data sources
were collected for the study including School Accountability Report Card (SARC) and
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related artifacts from school and district websites. Interview observations such as body
language, voice inflections, and facial expressions were also used to support the
triangulation of the interview data.
Population
The population for this study was middle school principals in California serving
in Title I public middle schools. Title I schools are schools that are provided additional
financial assistance from the federal government because of high numbers or high
percentages of children from low-income families (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
According to the California Department of Education ([CDE], 2019), there are 647 Title I
middle schools in California; therefore, the population for this study was 647 Title I
middle school principals.
Sample
The researcher further narrowed the sample frame to a carefully selected sample
consisting of 52 Title I middle school principals in San Diego County. According to
McMillan and Schumacher (2010), sample size for qualitative research can range from
one to 40 subjects and can be small compared to quantitative studies. Therefore, a
sample of eight Title I middle school principals was selected from the sampling frame
that met the 2-year growth trend as indicated by the California Dashboard. A culture of
high performance is defined as a school that has demonstrated a growth trend over 2
years as indicated by the California Dashboard within the state measures of academic
performance in ELA and/or math, academic engagement (chronic absenteeism), and
school climate and conditions (suspension rate). High performance is further delineated
as a 2-year growth trend as evidenced by scoring in the blue or green category in at least
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two of the four state measures and/or an increase in at least two of the four state
measures.
To identify the eight Title I middle school principals in San Diego county, the
researcher searched the California School Dashboard website and reviewed the dashboard
data for each of the 52 Title I middle schools and determined that 22 schools met the 2year growth trend prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.
For this study, the eight Title I middle school principals met at least five of the six
following criteria:
● Principal was employed at a current middle school within San Diego County with a
minimum of 30 staff members.
● Evidence of leading a school with a culture of high performance.
● Principal participant had a minimum of 2 or 3 years of experience serving as principal
at their current site.
● A minimum of 5 years’ experience in the K-12 profession.
● Membership in professional associations in their field, such as the Association of
California School Administrators (ACSA).
● Articles, paper, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
Demographic Data
Eight Title I middle school principals in San Diego County were selected and
volunteered to participate in the study. The participants were each assigned a number to
maintain confidentiality. The assigned number was based on the date each principal
agreed to participate in the study. As a result of this step, the participant demographic
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data were reported without reference to any individual, school, or district. Of the eight
middle school principals, three were females and five were males. The years serving in
the K-12 profession ranged from 15 years to 31, and the number of years serving as
principal at their current site ranged from 3 years to 14 years. Table 6 (repeated here for
ease of reference) represents the demographic data of the eight Title I middle school
principals who participated in the study.
Table 6
Demographic Data of Study Participants
Study participant

Gender

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

M
F
M
M
M
F
F
M

Years in K-12
profession
30
15
30
31
23
22
24
27

Years at current site
6
4
3
14
12
3
8
13

Major Findings
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore and describe Title I
middle school principals’ perceived impact of the seven servant leadership constructs
developed by Patterson (2003) on establishing a culture of high performance. The seven
constructs included agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and
service. There were 23 major research themes that emerged from the analysis of the data.
The major themes of the study were developed from the review of literature, collection of
artifacts and observations, and analysis of the interview responses guided by the central
research question: What is the impact of Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership
constructs on establishing a culture of high performance as perceived by middle school
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principals of Title I middle schools? Therefore, the major findings in this study were
guided by the central question and emerged through the analysis of the study’s seven
subquestions and from the collection of artifacts and observations. The findings are
presented in the following section based on the subquestion for each of the seven servant
leadership constructs.
Agapao Love
What is the impact of the agapao leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
Major Finding 1: Putting needs of others first. Putting the needs of others first
was referenced 18 times, making up 26% of the total for agapao love. This theme was
referenced by 87.5% of the middle school principals. Middle school principals expressed
the value of putting the needs of others first in developing a culture of high performance.
Middle school principals suggested that love is demonstrated in the school’s culture when
the needs of others are put first. The major findings on putting the needs of others first
align with Patterson’s (2003) agapao love construct and were supported by the data
analysis of the interview responses and the review of literature. According to Patterson,
“The leader that leads with agapao love has a focus on the employee first, then on the
talents of the employee, and lastly on how this benefits the organization” (p. 3). The
work of Kouzes and Posner (2006) supports these findings; they claimed that people want
to follow leaders who show affection or love for them and concluded that people who are
treated with love by leaders “perform significantly more effectively” (p. 58).
Major Finding 2: Demonstrating care and compassion. Demonstrating care
and compassion had the second highest references in the construct of agapao love with
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29%. The theme was referenced 20 times by 87.5% of the middle school principals. As
indicated by the high number of references, middle school principals agreed that
demonstrating care and compassion contribute to a culture of high performance. Middle
school principals described how people feel cared for and loved when care and
compassion are modeled by the principal and the school staff. The major findings on
demonstrating care and compassion align with Patterson’s (2003) agapao love construct
and were supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of
literature. The work of van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) supports these findings by
explaining that “compassionate love is about doing good with a clear motivation of
concern for the followers, acts of kindness that are intended for the follower’s benefit not
for the leader’s benefit (such as looking good)” (p. 121). McKee, Boyatzis, and Johnston
(2008) defined compassion as “empathy in action” and likened it to hope and stated,
“Compassion triggers the renewal for the individual and is contagious” (p. 39). Patterson
(2003) asserted that servant leaders “show more care for the people than the
organization’s bottom line, are genuine and real without pretense” (p. 3).
Major Finding 3: Modeling love. Modeling love had the highest number of
references, accounting for 32% of all the agapao love references. All eight middle school
principals shared that modeling love and living it every day creates the conditions for
establishing a culture of high performance. The middle school principals indicated that
modeling love creates a ripple effect on campus and then is emulated by everyone at the
school, which ultimately builds a safe and caring culture. The major findings on
modeling love align with Patterson’s (2003) agapao love construct and were supported by
the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of literature. The work of
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Kouzes and Posner (2006) supports these findings because they argued that “we will
work harder and more effectively for people we like. And we will like them in direct
proportion to how they make us feel” (p. 57). Patterson (2003) explained that leaders that
lead with agapao love “consider each person as a total person—one with needs, wants,
and desires” (p. 3). According to Crowley (2011), “To negate the heart is to negate what
is essential in ourselves- and in all whom we lead” (p. 55).
Major Finding 4: Listening to understand. Listening to understand had nine
references, accounting for 13% of agapao love construct. The theme was referenced by
62.5 % of the participants. Listening to understand was considered as important element
of agapao love, and middle school principals perceived that listening to understand
contributes to a culture of high performance. Middle school principals described when
they listen deeply and validate people’s thoughts, ideas, and concerns, then they are in a
position to fully serve them. The major findings on listening to understand align with
Patterson’s (2003) agapao love construct and were supported by the data analysis of the
interview responses and the review of literature. The work of George (2007) supports
these findings, highlighting the gratitude that is felt when people are genuinely listened
to. He added, “Active listening is one of the most important abilities of empowering
leaders, because people sense such individuals are genuinely interested in them and not
just trying to get something from them” (p. 175). Patterson (2003) argued that servant
leaders listen actively, communicate, and are empathetic to their followers. Crowley
(2011) described the value people feel when leaders spend time getting to know them and
when this occurs “they instinctively become more engaged and more productive” (p. 80).
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Humility
What is the impact of the humility leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
Major Finding 5: Showing gratitude to staff. Showing gratitude to staff was
referenced 10 times, accounting for 16% of the references for the humility construct. The
theme was referenced by 50% of the participants. Middle school principals indicated that
praising and celebrating their staff routinely and throughout the year is a priority for them
because it helped motivate their staff. Middle school principals expressed their belief that
showing gratitude to their staff often and even for minor things contributed to a culture of
high performance. The major findings on showing gratitude to staff align with
Patterson’s (2003) humility construct and were supported by the data analysis of the
interview responses and the review of literature. According to Patterson, “Servant
leaders do not center attention on their own accomplishments, but rather on other people”
(p. 4). The work of Caldwell et al. (2016) supports these findings because they showed
that “humility builds high follower trust and commitment so often lacking in the modern
organization” (p. 724). Further, in their exploration of Level 5 leaders from Jim Collin’s
book Good to Great, Caldwell et al. (2016) compared humility with 12 well-regarded
ethical perspectives and described humility “as an ethically-relevant leadership construct
that helps leaders to build trust, commitment, and followership” (p. 724).
Major Findings 6: Displaying vulnerability. Displaying vulnerability had the
highest number of references with 25, which accounted for 40% of the humility
construct. Displaying vulnerability was referenced by 62.5% of the middle school
principals. The high number of references by middle school principals indicated that
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displaying vulnerability contributes to a culture of high performance. Middle school
principals described how publicly displaying vulnerability increased their trust with staff,
improved the school’s culture, and contributed to a culture of high performance. The
major findings on displaying vulnerability align with Patterson’s (2003) humility
construct and were supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the
review of literature. The work of Brown (2018) supports these findings as she asserted,
“To love is to be vulnerable” (p. 22). She continued, “We need to trust to be vulnerable,
and we need to be vulnerable in order to build trust” (p. 30). Patterson (2003) pointed out
that “humility for leaders is the ability to grasp the idea of not knowing, understanding, or
having all the answers” (p. 16).
Major Finding 7: Putting my staff first. Putting my staff first had 15
references, accounting for 24% of the total references for the humility construct. This
theme was referenced by 87.5% of the middle school principals. Middle school
principals agreed that putting their staff first provided a supportive environment and
contributed to a culture of high performance. The major findings on putting my staff first
align with Patterson’s (2003) humility construct and were supported by the data analysis
of the interview responses and the review of literature. According to Patterson,
“Humility involves seeing things from another’s perspective and this produces
appreciation of and respect for leadership within the organization” (p. 15). The work of
Sousa and van Dierendonck (2017) supports these findings because they noted that “the
leader’s humility can affect performance both by improving the quality of the leaderfollower relationship (individual level) and through the creation of a learning and
adaptive organization (systemic level)” (p. 14).

159

Major Finding 8: Modeling the way. Modeling the way was referenced 13
times by 100% of the participants and accounted for 21% of the total references for the
humility construct. All eight middle school principals agreed that demonstrating humility
by modeling the way impacted a culture of high performance. The major findings on
modeling way to staff align with Patterson’s (2003) humility construct and were
supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of literature.
The work of Kouzes and Posner (2006) supports these findings because they argued,
“Leadership is a humbling experience” (p. 154). They further explained,
Being a follower is good for the soul. It reminds us that we’re not alone, that any
success we enjoy is dependent upon the success of others, and that we’ve got to
remain open to learning. Humility comes from grasping these fundamental ideas
and realizing that are own legacies are built on the legacies of those who have
come before us and those who labor alongside us. (p. 128)
Altruism
What is the impact of the altruism leadership construct on establishing a culture
of high performance?
Major Finding 9: Builds community. Builds community was referenced 14
times, accounting for 29% of the references for altruism. This theme was referenced by
six out of six middle school principals. Middle school principals indicated that altruism
builds community and a sense of belonging for students and staff which contribute to a
culture of high performance. The major findings on builds community align with
Patterson’s (2003) altruism construct and were supported by the data analysis of the
interview responses and the review of literature. Patterson defined “altruism as helping
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others just for the sake of helping” (p. 17). The work of Maxwell (2011) supports these
findings because he described how leaders like and want to help people, and want them to
succeed. He continued, “The prevalent attitude is one of serving others and bringing out
the best in the people they work with” (p. 88). Maxwell, author of The 5 Levels of
Leadership went on to admit that in the beginning of his career he made the mistake of
focusing on all his attention on himself and his organization rather than getting to know
the people working in the organization. He continued, “Now, more than forty years later.
I have truly changed. I’ve gone from loving my work and looking for people to help me
to loving my people and looking for ways to help them” (p. 88).
Major Finding 10: Modeling selflessness. This theme was referenced 13 times
by 87.5% of the participants. The theme accounted for 27% of all the references for the
altruism construct. Seven of the eight middle school principals described the positive
influence modeling selflessness had on the culture of high performance. Middle school
principals discussed that modeling selflessness sets the tone on campus which impacts the
school’s culture. The major findings on modeling selflessness align with Patterson’s
(2003) altruism construct and were supported by the data analysis of the interview
responses and the review of literature. Patterson argued that the “altruistic approach is
imperative to the servant leadership mentality” (p. 4). The work of Gordon (2017)
supports these findings because he explained,
A great leader sacrifices and serves in order to help team members become great.
At the end of the day, it all comes down to this: You don’t have to be great to
serve, but you have to serve to be great. (p. 120)
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Major Finding 11: Investing truly in staff and students. Investing truly in
staff and students had the highest number of references with 21. The references
accounted for 44% of the total for construct of altruism and were referenced by 75% of
the middle school principals. Middle school principals prioritized investing truly in staff
and students, which contributed to a culture of high performance. The major findings on
investing truly in staff and students align with Patterson’s (2003) altruism construct and
were supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of
literature. The work of Maxwell (2011) supports these findings; he emphasized how
leaders must invest in their people if they want the best for their organization. He further
pointed out that to become a great leader then you must serve the people you lead and
went on to say “make their success your success. Clear the way for them to achieve.
Invest in them so that they succeed” (p. 217). Gordon (2017) concurred and argued that
you must invest in the root if you want the fruit. He explained, “Your culture is your
root, and your focus should be on the process that nourishes and produces the fruit” (p.
25).
Vision
What is the impact of the vision leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
Major Finding 12: Continual affirmations of the vision. Continual
affirmations of the vision had 10 references and was referenced by 87.5% of the
participants. The theme accounted for 17% of the total references for the vision
construct. Middle school principals expressed the value in continually affirming the
vision and how this fosters a culture of high performance. The major findings on
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continual affirmations of the vision align with Patterson’s (2003) vision construct and
were supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of
literature. The work of Crowley (2011) supports these findings because he argued,
“More people will achieve their long-term targets when they are acknowledged for
accomplishing the intermittent ones” (p. 124). Sinek (2017) argued, “Your vision is only
actionable if you say it loud. If you keep it to yourself, it will remain a figment of your
imagination” (p. 5).
Major Finding 13: Vision as a litmus test. Vision as a litmus test was
referenced 14 times accounting for 24% of the vision construct and was referenced by
75% of the participants. Middle school principals described using vision as a litmus test
to ensure decisions were aligned to the school’s core values which contributed to a
culture of high performance. The major findings on vision as a litmus test align with
Patterson’s (2003) vision construct and were supported by the data analysis of the
interview responses and the review of literature. Patterson pointed out that by focusing
one’s vision on the individual, both leader and the organization are influenced. The work
of Bass and Bass (2008) supports these findings because they pointed out that “vision are
goals that are forward-looking and meaningful to followers” (p. 629). Bass and Bass
further argued that the vision has an emotional appeal to followers, serving as a roadmap
to the future and a “guide for interim strategies, decisions, and behaviors” (p. 629).
Major Finding 14: Promotes clarity, cohesion, and direction. Promotes
clarity, cohesion, and direction had the highest number of references for the vision
construct with 20 accounting for 34% of the total references. Additionally, 100% of the
middle school principals referenced this theme in their responses. All eight middle
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school principals agreed that vision promotes clarity, cohesion, and direction for
everyone and, as a result, contributes to a culture of high performance. The major
findings on promotes clarity, cohesion, and direction align with Patterson’s (2003) vision
construct and were supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the
review of literature. The work of Flood (1999) supports these findings because he
discussed how “shared vision refers to shared operating values, a common sense of
purpose, indeed, a basic level of mutuality. It extends insights and principles from
personal mastery into a world of collective aspiration and shared commitment” (p. 23).
Similarly, Yukl (2002) explained that the “vision can provide a sense of continuity for
followers by linking past events with present strategies to a vivid image of a better future
for the organization” (p. 283). Yukl continued, “The vision should be focused enough to
guide decision and actions, but general enough to allow initiatives and creativity in the
strategies for attaining it” (p. 283).
Major Finding 15: Co-constructed vision fosters ownership. Co-constructed
vision fosters ownership was referenced 15 times, which accounted for 25% of the vision
construct and was referenced by 75% of the participants. Middle school principals
asserted that the co-construction of the school’s vision fostered ownership by the school
community and ultimately contributes to a culture of high performance. The major
findings on co-constructed vision fosters ownership align with Patterson’s (2003) vision
construct and were supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the
review of literature. Yukl (2002) emphasized that the leader alone is unlikely to develop
a vision that will appeal to all the stakeholders; instead, the development of the vision
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should involve the “contributions of many diverse people in the organization” (p. 286).
The work of Kouzes and Posner (2012) supports these findings because they argued,
This means you can’t adopt the view that visions come from the top down. You
have to start engaging others in a collective dialogue about the future, not
delivering a monologue. You can’t mobilize people to willingly travel to places
they don’t want to go. No matter how grand the dream of an individual visionary,
if you don’t see in it the possibility of realizing their own hopes and desires, they
won’t follow voluntarily or wholeheartedly. (p. 125)
Trust
What is the impact of the trust leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
Major Finding 16: Provide a supportive environment. This theme was
referenced 20 times, which accounted for 33% of the references for the trust construct
and was referenced by all eight middle school principals. The middle school principals
all agreed that providing a supportive environment contributed to a culture of high
performance. The major findings on providing a supportive environment align with
Patterson’s (2003) trust construct and were supported by the data analysis of the
interview responses and the review of literature. According to Patterson, “Servant
leaders lay the foundation of trust, and trust holds the servant-led organization together”
(p. 22). The work of Maxwell (2011) supports these findings because he explained,
When you invest time and effort to get to know people and build good
relationships, it actually pays off with greater energy once the relationships are
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built. And in that kind of positive energetic, environment, people are willing to
give their best because they know the leader wants the best for them. (p. 88)
Major Finding 17: Follow-through. Follow-through was referenced eight
times, accounting for 13% of the trust construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the
participants. Seven of eight middle school principals described follow-through as a key
element of trust and its impact on a culture of high performance. The major findings on
follow-through align with Patterson’s (2003) trust construct and were supported by the
data analysis of the interview responses and the review of literature. The work of Sinek
(2017) supports these findings because he described the importance of leaders living their
why every day. He explained,
Living it means consistently taking actions that are in alignment with things you
say. If you say one thing and do another too frequently, you will lose the trust of
others. Our actions either add or take away from the trust and loyalty others feel
towards us. (p. 187)
Baldoni (2012) described how leaders should hold themselves accountable for results, let
others know how they are progressing on the organizational goals, and expect the same
from the team. He argued, “Hold people accountable for following agreed-upon
processes and procedures” (p. 75).
Major Finding 18: Focus on relationships. Focus on relationships had the
second most references of all 23 themes with 32, accounting for 53% of the total
references for the trust construct. All eight middle school principals referenced this
theme in their interview responses. Middle school principals perceived that focusing on
relationships builds trust, and ultimately contributes to a culture of high performance.
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The major findings on focus on relationships align with Patterson’s (2003) trust construct
and supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of literature.
According to Patterson, “Trust bond nurtures teamwork, confidence, self-esteem, and
even self-actualization for the followers” (p. 23). The work of Payne (2005) supports
these findings; she asked the question, “How does a school or organization create-andbuild relationships?” (p. 111). She continued that organizations and schools do this
“through support systems, through caring about students, by promoting student
achievement, by being role models, by insisting upon successful behaviors for school.
Support systems are simply networks of relationships” (p. 111). Gordon (2017) expanded
on the focus on relationship theme by arguing the importance of connecting with
everyone in the organization. He asserted that “a lack of connection between leaders and
their teams lead to a lack of commitment, below-average teamwork, and sub-par
performance and results” (p. 89).
Empowerment
What is the impact of the empowerment leadership construct on establishing a
culture of high performance?
Major Finding 19: Acknowledge and validate ideas. Acknowledge and
validate ideas was referenced 12 times, accounting for 26% of the empowerment
construct and was referenced by all eight participants. All eight middle school principals
agreed that acknowledging and validating the ideas from their staff impact empowerment
and contribute to a culture of high performance. The major findings on acknowledge and
validate ideas align with Patterson’s (2003) empowerment construct and were supported
by the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of literature. According to
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Patterson, “In this empowerment-rich model of servant leadership, the leader empowers
followers to find their own paths, and they, in turn, are inspired to help others find their
best paths” (p. 24). The work of Baldoni (2012) supports these findings because he
described how leaders need to show people the work they do matters. He emphasized,
“If the leader can persuade people that they can achieve something for themselves, and
feel good about doing so, then you have the power, together with the organization, to
accomplish much good” (p. 144). Crowley (2011) agreed and pointed out the importance
of recognizing the value and contributions of people publicly. He continued, “Through
your words, your intonations and physiology, make it apparent that you are thriving in
your employee’s success, honored by their effort and that their high achievement matters
to you personally” (p. 125).
Major Finding 20: Relinquish power and trust staff decisions. Relinquish
power and trust staff decisions had the greatest number of references for all the themes
with 35. The theme accounted for 74% of the empowerment construct and was
referenced by seven out of eight participants. Middle school principals perceived that
relinquishing power and trusting staff decisions was a critical aspect of empowerment,
and vital to a culture of high performance. The major findings on relinquish power and
trust staff decisions align with Patterson’s (2003) empowerment construct and were
supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of literature.
According to Patterson, “Empowerment is giving up control and letting the followers
take charge as needed. Throughout this process, the servant leader is channeling
followers, is balancing the growth of followers, and is aware of what is best for the
follower” (p. 25). The work of Maxwell (2011) supports these findings because he
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asserted that “leaders become great, not because of their power, but because of their
ability to empowers others” (p. 9). He continued that leaders “use their position,
relationships, and productivity to invest in their followers and develop them until those
followers become leaders in their own right” (p. 9). Sinek (2017) concurred, “The
greatest contribution of a leader is to make other leaders” (p. 156).
Service
What is the impact of the service leadership construct on establishing a culture of
high performance?
Major Finding 21: Service builds community. Service builds community had
the highest number of references with 21, accounting for 45% of the service construct
and was referenced by 87.5% of the participants. Middle school principals indicated that
service builds community contributed to a culture of high performance. The major
findings on service builds community align with Patterson’s (2003) service construct and
were supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the review of
literature. According to Patterson, “The servant leader sets the organizational climate by
showing others in the organization how to serve” (p. 26). The work of Bass and Bass
(2008) supports these findings because they described how “servant leaders are especially
concerned about constituencies with less power or more need for help” (p. 51). Hunter
(2016) emphasized the influence of being of service and argued how the most powerful
motivator for people comes from within. He continued,
The real question we should be asking is not “What Can I gain?” but rather “What
can I contribute?” Not “What can I get?” but “What can I give?” Not “How is
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this person hurting or helping my goals?” but “How can I help this person achieve
her goals? (p. 54).
Major Finding 22: Selfless giving. Selfless giving had 11 references, which
accounted for 23% of the service construct and was referenced by 87.5% of the
participants. Middle school principals perceived that selfless giving contributed to a
culture of high performance. The major findings on selfless giving align with Patterson’s
(2003) service construct and were supported by the data analysis of the interview
responses and the review of literature. Patterson described service as “giving of oneself
and requires generosity which can mean giving of time, energy, care, compassion, and
perhaps, even one’s belongings” (p. 6). Maxwell (2022) agreed: “If you desire to become
the best leader you can be, then you need to be willing to make sacrifices in order to lead
well” (p. 237). He continued by pointing out that “effective leaders sacrifice much of
that is good to dedicate themselves to what is best” (p. 237).
The work of Gordon (2017) supports these findings because he asserted that “a
team feels a leader’s commitment when the leader takes time to serve them” and went on
to say, “When you serve the team, you help them grow and they help you grow” (p. 119).
Major Finding 23: Well-being of others comes first. Well-being of others
comes first was referenced 15 times, accounting for 32% of the service construct and was
referenced by 100% of the participants. Middle school principals all agreed that the wellbeing of others comes first contributes to a culture of high performance. The major
findings on the well-being of others comes first align with Patterson’s (2003) service
construct and were supported by the data analysis of the interview responses and the
review of literature. The work of Kouzes and Posner (2006) supports these findings
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because they explained, “When we move on, people do not remember us for what we do
for ourselves, they remember us for what we do for them” (p. 10). Seminal author on
servant leadership, Robert K. Greenleaf (2002), explained that the priority and care taken
by the servant leader was “first to make sure that other people’s highest priority needs are
being served” (p. 27). Maxwell (2022) agreed stating, “When people become leaders, I
believe they must give up the right to think of themselves first. As soon as they start
leading, they need to think about other people- think of them first and think of them
most” (p. 125).
Unexpected Findings
The researcher found two unexpected findings related to the seven servant
leadership constructs. First, the empowerment and service construct both were
referenced 47 times each from the total data coded (393 total references) for all seven
servant leadership constructs. Empowerment and service with 47 references each were
the two lowest of the seven constructs. This was unexpected because in public school
settings, service and empowerment are an integral part of the school culture and
principal’s role. As the findings in the study indicated, service builds community.
Although the service construct was one of the lowest referenced, each principal shared
powerful instances and examples of the impact service had on the school community and
their culture of high performance. Likewise, empowerment in the school and the
principal’s role in actively building the capacity of his or her staff and believing in them
is essential for developing a culture of high performance. The empowerment construct
had two major themes compared to three and four major themes for the seven other
constructs. However, both themes (acknowledge and validate ideas and relinquish power
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and trust staff decisions) were impactful. All eight middle school principals described
poignant examples of how they empower their staff by believing them, trusting their
decisions, celebrating, and supporting their ideas.
In contrast, the second unexpected finding was for the agapao love construct,
which had the highest number of references with 69, accounting for 18% of the total data
for the study. The demonstration of love in the school setting seems like a natural and
necessary requirement when working with students. However, based on my experience,
sometimes educators do not want to call it out explicitly. They tend to call it caring,
compassion, nice, kindness, relationships, gratitude, value, empathy, and generosity
instead of calling it for what it is, LOVE. During the interview, one principal said,
“Sometimes, I want to say, ‘Don’t mistake my niceness for being naïve.” Another
principal said, “I think sometimes, I’m too nice, and people take advantage.” So, it was
deeply refreshing that agapao love had the highest impact of the seven servant leadership
constructs according to findings in this study. One of the principals adamantly said it
best:
I project it daily. I tell students when I’m walking in the hallway or doing my
announcements how much we care, and I use the word love. I state how much we
love them, and what that means is that we are here for them no matter what.
Conclusions
The findings of this study and the review of the literature yielded the following
conclusions describing how Title I middle school principals perceived Patterson’s (2003)
servant leadership constructs of agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust,
empowerment, and service in establishing a culture of high performance. The
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conclusions were derived from the data analysis in Chapter IV, which detailed how
agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service contributed to
how middle school principals establish cultures of high performance within their school
community.
Conclusion 1: Constructs Unified by Modeling
Based on the findings of this study and the literature, the researcher concluded
that modeling the way by the school leader unified Patterson’s (2003) seven constructs
(agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service), which
established the foundation for middle school principals to develop a culture of high
performance. The research suggested that principals who embodied and intentionally
modeled the seven servant leadership constructs established cultures of high performance
for their schools. The participants all described how important it was for them to model,
live it every day, and lead by example. Literature has shown the influence the school
leader has on student performance (Cunningham & Cordeiro, 2003; Leithwood & Jantzi,
2008; Marzano et al., 2005). According to Maxwell (2022), “True leadership cannot be
awarded, appointed or assigned. It comes only from developing influence, and it cannot
be mandated. It must be earned” (p. 16). Indeed, the principal develops influence by
modeling the way, which ultimately contributes to a culture of high performance.
Conclusion 2: Well-being of People Comes First
Based on the findings of this study and the literature, the researcher concluded
that prioritizing the wellbeing of people created a foundation for a culture of high
performance. The participants were clear that sacrificing and demonstrating care and
compassion for their students, staff, and community were fundamental for fostering and
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sustaining a positive school culture. Despite the immense challenges of leading through
the COVID pandemic, participants recounted the genuine care that was displayed not
only from the school leader but from the school staff for each other and for their students
and families. Baldoni (2012) asserted that “people will follow a leader who shows his
heart, is there to help others, and is trustworthy” (p. 38). Gordon (2017) agreed, stating,
“It all comes down to caring” (p. 128). He continued explaining that “positive leaders
care about the people they lead,” and argued that because positive leaders care, “they do
more, give more, encourage more, build more, help more, and, ultimately, accomplish
more” (p. 128).
Conclusion 3: Focus Intently on Relationships
Based on the findings of this study and the literature, the researcher concluded
that focusing intently on relationships was essential for middle school principals in
establishing a culture of high performance. The participants described taking time and
creating space to make deep connections with staff including sharing personal
background about themselves. Additionally, by actively listening and being honest with
everyone, middle school principals developed genuine trust with staff, students, and
families. According to Pink (2006), “What will distinguish those who thrive will be their
ability to understand what makes their fellow woman or man tick, to forge relationships,
and to care for others” (p. 66). Robbins (2007) asserted that “listening is the key to
communication. By listening to people, you let them know that you care, that they’re
important, and that what they say and who they are matters to you” (p. 125). Maxwell
(2022) emphasized the importance for leaders to connect with their followers all the time,
whether on an individual basis or to the entire organization. He continued, “The stronger
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the relationship you form with followers, the greater the connection you forge- and the
more likely those followers will want to help you” (p. 126).
Conclusion 4: Belief in People Fosters Empowerment
Based on the findings of this study and the literature, the researcher concluded
that the belief in people fosters empowerment within the school community, which
provides optimal conditions for middle school principals to develop a culture of high
performance. The participants discussed acknowledging and validating ideas of their
staff and students, which in turn developed their commitment and self-efficacy.
Furthermore, the participants explained how relinquishing their power and trusting and
supporting the decisions of their site teams and staff contributed to the increase in
empowerment across the entire campus. According to Maxwell (2022), to lead well, you
must help people to reach their potential. He continued, “That means being on their side,
encouraging them, sharing the power with them, and helping them to succeed” (p. 153).
DuFour and Eaker (1998) asserted that principals of professional learning communities
disperse the power throughout the school, step back from being the central problem
solver, and “make conscious efforts to promote the widespread participation in the
decision-making process of their school” (p. 185).
Conclusion 5: Leading with Positivity is Key
Based on the findings of this study and the literature, the researcher concluded
that incessantly leading with positivity is key for middle school principals in establishing
a culture of high performance. The participants described regularly showing gratitude
toward their staff and routinely honoring and celebrating their staff’s work and
accomplishments. Participants shared examples of how they set the tone for their school
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by modeling selfless giving, believing in their staff, and providing supportive services for
staff, students, and families that help promote and build a positive school community.
Sinek (2017) pointed out that leaders should “find something positive in every situation
and in every person” (p. 159). Maxwell (2011) asserted that “nothing motivates people in
a positive way more than seeing a positive leadership model” (p. 167). Additionally,
Brown (2018) emphasized that “embodying and practicing gratitude changes everything.
It is not a personal construct, it’s a human construct-a unifying part of our existence-and
its antidote for foreboding joy, plain and simple” (p. 83).
Implications for Action
The prior conclusions suggest a need for implications for action. A culture of
high performance is exemplified on a school campus when a connection of all seven
servant leadership constructs is applied by site leaders. It is concluded that Title I middle
school principals practice servant leadership in the establishment of a culture of high
performance. The following implications for action address the conclusions derived from
the study and the need to support middle school principals in the successful
implementation of servant leadership through principal preparation programs,
professional development, and college and university course work.
Implication 1
The Commission on Teaching Credentialing requires all new school
administrators to clear or upgrade their Administrative Service Credential by completing
2 years of successful experience in a full-time administrative position in a public school
or a private school of equivalent status and by completing a commission-approved Clear
Administrative Services credential program. College and universities offering such clear
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administrative services credential programs should include and require aspiring leaders
and school administrators to complete leadership coursework specifically focused on
servant leadership and the seven servant leadership constructs along with exploration of
its impact in school performance. The coursework should also provide principals and
school administrators with knowledge and strategies that encompass the seven servant
leadership constructs that will support them in establishing of a culture of high
performance at the school level.
Implication 2
Given the impact the school leader has on student performance, it is imperative
that aspiring leaders and middle school principals build their capacity and leadership
practices that align with servant leadership and the seven leadership constructs: agapao
love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service. Currently, the San
Diego County Office of Education offers a continuum of professional development
services and programs that build on professional practice for school leaders including
School Leadership Institutes for school administrators. The San Diego County Office of
Education should include professional learning in their school leadership institutes that
build principals’ understanding of servant leadership and its impact on a culture of high
performance. Additionally, the professional learning should include strategies that
employ the seven servant leadership constructs.
Implication 3
The superintendent is key to leading and designing the implementation of
effective practices, strategies, services, and programs that create conditions for the
success of all students. Professional development for school site administrators and for
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teachers is generated and guided by the superintendent. Therefore, it important that
superintendents receive professional development on servant leadership and the impact
the seven servant leadership constructs have on establishing a culture of high
performance in the school environment. Specifically, organizations such as the School
Superintendent Association (AASA) and the Association of Latino Administrators and
Superintendents (ALAS) should include a focus on the understanding and application of
the seven servant leadership constructs in the leadership academies, certification
programs, and at their yearly conferences. By building their understanding of the seven
servant leadership constructs and their impact on a culture of high performance,
superintendents should then lead and advocate for districtwide professional development
for all staff that emphasizes the application of the seven servant leadership constructs.
Implication 4
Ongoing professional development and training on servant leadership should be
offered routinely by educational professional organizations such as the National
Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP), the Association for Middle Level
Education (AMLE), and the National Association of Secondary School Principals
(NASSP). Middle school principals should make it a priority to become active members
in these organizations and participate in trainings or conference workshops that focus on
the seven servant leadership constructs and how to operationalize them in the school
setting.
Recommendations for Further Research
The purpose of this study was to explore and describe Title I middle school
principals’ perceived impact of Patterson’s (2003) servant leadership constructs of
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agapao love, altruism, empowerment, humility, service, trust, and vision in establishing a
culture of high performance. Although the research study provided insight and added
new information to Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership theory, the researcher
recommends that future research continue in the following areas.
Recommendation 1
The research study consisted of interviewing eight Title I middle school
principals. The researcher recommends a replicated qualitative study interviewing Title I
high school principals and Title I elementary school principals to gain additional insight
into how the seven servant leadership constructs impact a culture of high performance at
the primary and high school level.
Recommendations 2
The research sample consisted of eight Title I middle school principals in San
Diego County, California. To compare and develop an understanding of state and
national beliefs regarding the seven servant leadership constructs and their application, it
is recommended that a study be replicated to include middle school principals across the
state and in different states across the United States.
Recommendation 3
To further add insight to the findings and broaden the study’s perspective, the
researcher recommends a replicated study interviewing Title I middle school assistant
principals.
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Recommendation 4
The researcher recommends a replicated study interviewing Title I middle school
teachers with lead roles in the school to add perspective to the findings and to explore the
relationship and influence of the servant leadership constructs at the classroom level.
Recommendation 5
The researcher recommends a mixed methods study should be conducted
employing both quantitative and qualitative data collection. Including quantitative data
would provide the opportunity to measure the impact that each of the seven servant
leadership constructs have on student performance measures.
Recommendation 6
A comparative qualitative study should be conducted between Title I middle
school principals and middle school principals leading non-Title I middle schools to
compare and determine possible differences the seven servant leadership constructs have
in the two different educational settings.
Recommendations 7
A comparative study should be conducted between middle school principals
serving in high-performing Title I schools and middle school principals serving lowperforming Title I schools as determined by the California Dashboard. This study could
be used to determine differences in the application and impact of the seven servant
leadership constructs.
Recommendation 8
A replicated study should be conducted in private and charter schools to further
add insight to the seven servant leadership constructs and to determine differences and
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level of impact the seven servant leadership constructs have on establishing a culture of
high performance in the two distinct educational settings.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The past 2 ½ years serving as principal and assistant principal have been
undoubtedly the most challenging time for me both personally and professionally.
Despite having nearly 22 years of experience serving as an educator in the K-12 setting,
the impact the worldwide COVID pandemic created for public education was immense
and overwhelming at times for my staff and me. Even though I had served more than 20
years working in high-poverty schools and communities in both Los Angeles County and
San Diego County and I was accustomed to dealing with and helping students and
families overcome the barriers they faced living in poverty, the shock and struggles that
came with the COVID pandemic were exacerbated and especially daunting for families
living in poverty and for the school administrators trying to help them. In fact, during
this time I had to take a short leave of absence from this research study so I could solely
focus all my time and effort leading and supporting my students and their families
through the COVID pandemic
Oddly, although it was incredibly challenging to manage my time between
serving as the school leader and completing this research study, it was indeed this
research study on servant leadership that kept me grounded and that inspired me to be
there for everyone who counted on me during a time when they needed me the most. I
did not pick the topic of servant leadership; I believe it picked me. In June of 2019 when
I began my dissertation journey, the theory of servant leadership was not on my radar. I
had already started researching the topic of collective impact and its positive impact in
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communities and its potential to solve the difficult challenges and problems faced in
school districts serving in communities of poverty.
I was first introduced to the collective impact approach in 2018 as I had the honor
of spending 2 days with renown Peter Senge and Mette Miriam Boll as they led a
collective impact forum for my school community. During the 2 days with Mr. Senge
and Ms. Miriam Boll, I was also introduced to compassion systems that focus on how to
understand and respond mindfully and compassionately to the interconnected systemic
challenges in our world. Then, a few months later, I was invited to a 3-day principal
retreat along with about 30 other principals from across this country and Canada. The
principal retreat was organized by the Penn State Prevention Research Center with the
aim of learning about the challenges and satisfactions of being a principal as well as
providing strategies for leading school staff in the creation of healthy, caring, and
effective school communities for students and educators alike. Much of what I learned
from these two amazing leadership experiences truly opened my mind and my heart to
the possibilities of making real change within my school community.
However, it was my experience attending church with my family and learning
more about my faith that ultimately led me to change my research study from collective
impact to servant leadership. The concept of the “leader as servant” resonated with me as
the priest described the true servant leader, Jesus Christ’s, humble act of washing the
feet of his disciples as written in the Gospel of John. Indeed, this moment in church
filled my heart and gave me the wisdom to understand and want to learn more about
servant leadership theory and how it might thrive in today’s public education.
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Once I was immersed in the literature review of servant leadership and learned
deeply about Patterson’s (2003) seven servant leadership constructs, I realized the
potential impact the seven servant leadership constructs could have on Title I middle
schools, especially its operationalization by school administrators and principals leading
through the COVID pandemic. Accordingly, Peter Senge (as cited in Greenleaf, 1998)
asserted that the “impact of servant leadership will be greater in the next twenty-five
years than the past twenty-five years” (p. 343). On a personal level, as I reflected on the
seven servant leadership constructs (agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust,
empowerment, and service) and my years teaching and serving as a school administrator,
I felt a deep sense of validation and affirmation that over all my years in education, I was
teaching and leading with the mindset and highest priority to serve first. There were
times I recall comparing myself to other teachers or school leaders thinking that perhaps I
could be more effective if I focused more on student achievement and staff accountability
rather than investing most of my time and effort to make sure that the wellbeing and the
needs of everyone in school came first. However, I knew within my core, I was doing
right for the people I served.
By always putting the needs of my staff first, I saw firsthand how my staff then
put our students first. I believe servant leadership is contagious, and its impact is infinite.
The findings of this research study clearly demonstrated the impact the seven leadership
constructs have on culture of high performance. Notably, it was the major findings that
emerged after interviewing the eight Title I middle school principals that showed the true
impact of the servant leadership constructs within their schools. As highlighted in this
study, the middle school principals modeled the operation of the seven servant leadership
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constructs, which developed trust, formed strong relationships within the school
community, and ultimately, established their positive and caring cultures of high
performance.
Will (2022) reported on the recent findings from the RAND Corporation that
surveyed 2,360 teachers and 1,540 principals in January 2022. According to Will, the
survey showed that over a third of teachers and principals stated they were likely to leave
their positions by the end of the school year. Studies have shown that the COVID
pandemic has exacerbated the challenges for principals, especially for principals serving
more disadvantaged student populations (Kaufman, Diliberti, & Hamilton, 2022).
Despite the many new and urgent challenges faced by school principals because
of the COVID pandemic, the eight Title I middle school principals interviewed for this
study not once mentioned being dissatisfied with their job. In fact, the principals in this
study seemed unphased and even more determined to ensure the needs of their staff,
students, and families were being met. Unlike the national trends, one principal shared
how her parents and families did not push back at all with all the changes mandated
during the different phases of the COVID pandemic. In fact, she stated that her parents
and families were grateful for the work and care that was being taken by the school to
support them through COVID. She asserted that it was the trust and relationships that she
and her staff nurtured over the years with parents and families that helped them through
the pandemic. This sentiment was not the exception but the norm for the eight principals.
The findings of the study indicate that the eight Title I principals’ application of
Patterson’s (2003) seven servant constructs created optimal conditions in their school
community centered on love, relationships, and serving others. The community and
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supportive culture established by the principals over the years not only withstood the
greatest health crisis in our lifetime, but also seemed to grow stronger because of it.
According to Hirschy et al. (2014), servant leadership has emerged as a “global style of
leadership positioned to meet the unique challenges facing leaders in culturally diverse
cross-cultural communities” (p. 97). I concur. If the seven servant leadership constructs
can help principals not just survive but emerge inspired and motivated through a
pandemic, then servant leadership is indeed poised to meet the challenges of public
education led with service and love. To conclude, this study provided findings that the
eight Title I principals established a culture of high performance on their campuses by
modeling the seven servant leadership constructs, focusing intently on relationships,
and leading incessantly with positivity.
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APPENDIX B
Thematic Servant Leadership Interview Questions
Directions:
I will be asking the interview questions below regarding the seven constructs of Servant
Leadership based on Patterson’s (2003) theoretical framework. Please review the
definitions and interview questions prior to our scheduled interview. You may want to
print and have a hard copy to reference during the virtual interview.
Agapao
Agapao love is to do the right thing for the right reasons. Agapao love leaders care more
for their followers than the interest of the organization resulting in greater understanding,
gratitude, kindness, forgiveness, and compassion. (Gunn, B. 2002; Patterson, K. 2003)
Q1: What are your perceptions of the culture that exists in your school resulting from
Agapao Love?
Q2: What would you describe as the 2 or 3 most important ways to demonstrate
Agapao Love?
Humility
Humility is the importance of being humble and having modesty, not being mistaken for
meekness or the absence of strength. It is a virtue characterized by one’s own talents and
abilities and an outward rejection of self-interest while placing true value on the
recognition and success of others. (B. Kim et al., 1999)
Q1 - Tell me about a time where you put your staff and teachers needs before your
own.
Q2 - Servant leaders are characterized by displaying humility towards the members of
their school. Tell me about a time when you showed humility towards your staff or a
staff member?
Altruism
Altruism is demonstrating unselfish concern for the welfare of another, even with a risk
or sacrifice against one’s personal self-interest. It involves deriving personal pleasure
from helping and seeking what’s best for others, often with an attitude of humility,
modesty, and selflessness. (DeYoung, R. 2000; Kaplan, S. 2000; Monroe, K. 1994;
Patterson, K. 2003)
Q1: What is your perception of altruism and its impact on your school culture of high
performance?
Q2: What do you believe are the specific impacts it has on the culture of performance
in your school?
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Vision
A bridge from the present to the future created by a collaborative mindset, adding
meaning to the organization, sustaining higher levels of motivation and withstanding
challenge. (Kouzes & Posner, 2006, 2007; Landsberg, 2003; Mendez-Morse, 1993;
Nanus, 1992)
Q1: How does the use of creating a vision in your leadership impact the establishment
of a culture of high performance?
Q2: What behaviors or actions do you observe when vision is prioritized in school
leadership?
Trust
Trust is the level of confidence that one individual has in another’s competence and his or
her willingness to act in a fair, ethical, and predictable manner. Trust is essential to
organizational culture; integrity and care for others are valued by the leader and
followers.
Q1: There is a lot of literature on the importance of building a climate of trust within
a school. How do you develop and sustain trust in your organization?
Q2: Thinking about your school, please share some examples of how trust has
supported a culture of high performance?
Empowerment
Empowerment is entrusting power to others. Virtually giving away power to followers
and allowing them to know and feel significant and important in their role and
contribution. It requires effective listening, valuing love and equity, and an emphasis on
teamwork. Empowerment encourages risk-taking and self -accountability to accomplish
tasks and work toward goals. (Blanchard, K. 2000; Melrose, K. 1995; Patterson, K. 2003;
Russell, R.F. & Stone, A.G. 2002).
Q1: How do you perceive empowerment in your school?
Q2: Empowerment often encourages risk taking and self-accountability, please
describe the opportunities you see staff having within your school to utilize
empowerment?
Service
Service is the moral equivalent of giving of oneself to serve others. It implies that leaders
are focused on placing interest on others rather than on one’s own interest. It can be
demonstrated through the gift of time, energy, compassion, care, or belongings. Service
places others first. (Patterson, K. 2003; Russell, R.F. & Stone, A.G.2002).
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Q1: Please share some examples when you have witnessed service within your school
and how did that service impact the culture of high performance?
Q2: Describe a service that is provided in your school and what do you believe is the
impact of this service on the overall performance within the school?
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APPENDIX C
Informed Consent
INFORMATION ABOUT: Servant Leadership: Patterson’s Seven Constructs and
the Perceived Impact of Title I Middle Schools Principals on Establishing a Culture of
High Performance.
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Freddie Chavarria, M.S.
PURPOSE OF STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study
conducted by Freddie Chavarria, a doctoral student from the School of Education at
UMass Global. The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore and describe
public school district administrators' perceived impact of Patterson’s seven servant
leadership constructs on establishing a culture of high performance.
The interview will last approximately 45 – 60 minutes and will be conducted via
Zoom.
I understand that:
a) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand
that the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying
codes and research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the
researcher.
b) I understand that the interview will be video and audio recorded. The recordings will
be available only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The video
and audio recordings will be used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the
accuracy of the information collected during the interview. All information will be
identifier-redacted and my confidentiality will be maintained. Upon completion of the
study all recordings will be destroyed. All other data and consents will be securely
stored for three years after completion of data collection and confidentially shredded
or fully deleted.
c) The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the research
regarding servant leadership and the impact it has on establishing a culture of high
performance. The findings will be available to me at the conclusion of the study and
will provide new insights about this study in which I participated. I understand that I
will not be compensated for my participation.
d) If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact
xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx or by phone at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or Dr. Lisa Simon at
xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx
e) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not participate
in the study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to answer
particular questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand that I may
refuse to participate or may withdraw from this study at any time without any
negative consequences. Also, the Investigator may stop the study at any time.
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f) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent and
that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the
study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed and my
consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns
about the study or the informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the
Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, UMass Global, at 16355 Laguna Canyon
Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.

I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research
Participant’s Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby
consent to the procedure(s) set forth.

Signature of Participant

Signature of Principal Investigator

Date
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APPENDIX D
Interview Observation Reflection Questionnaire

1.

How long did the interview take? Did the time seem to be appropriate?

2. Were the questions clear or were there places when the interviewee was unclear?
3. Where there any words or terms used during the interview that were unclear or
confusing?
4. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous? For the
observer: how did you perceive the interviewer in regards to the preceding
descriptors?
5. Did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could
have done to be better prepared? For the observer: how did you perceive the
interviewer in regards to the preceding descriptors?
6. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
7. Are there parts of the interview that seemed to be awkward and why do you think
that was the case?
8. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would it be and how would
you change it?
9. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX E
Postinterview Feedback Questions
1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities
to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff?

2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?

3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked?

4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?

5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview… (I’m pretty new at
this)?
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APPENDIX F
Alignment Table
Research Question

Interview Question

1. What is the impact of the
agapao leadership constructs
for establishing a culture of
high performance?

Q1: What are your perceptions of the culture that
exists in your organization resulting from Agapao
Love?

2. What is the impact of the
humility leadership
constructs for establishing a
culture of high performance?

3. What is the impact of the
altruism leadership
constructs on establishing a
culture of high performance?

Q2: What would you describe as the 2 or 3 most
important ways to demonstrate Agapao Love?
Q1 - Tell me about a time where you put your staff
and teachers’ needs before your own.
Q2 - Servant leaders are characterized by
displaying humility towards the members of their
organization
Q1: What is your perception of altruism and its
impact on your school culture of high performance?
Q2: What do you believe are the specific impacts it
has on the culture of performance in your school?

4. What is the impact of the
empowerment leadership
constructs on establishing a
culture of high performance?

Q1: How do you perceive empowerment in your
school?

5. What is the impact of the
vision leadership constructs
on establishing a culture of
high performance?

Q1: How does the use of creating a vision in your
leadership impact the establishment of a culture of
high performance?

Q2: Empowerment often encourages risk taking
and self-accountability, please describe the
opportunities you see staff having within your
school to utilize empowerment?

Q2: What behaviors or actions do you observe
when vision is prioritized in school leadership?

6. What is the impact of the
trust leadership constructs on
establishing a culture of high
performance?

Q1: There is a lot of literature on the importance of
building a climate of trust within a school. How do
you develop and sustain trust in your school?
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7. What is the impact of the
service leadership constructs
on establishing a culture of
high performance?

Q2: Thinking about your school, please share some
examples of how trust has supported a culture of
high performance?
Q1: Please share some examples when you have
witnessed service within your school and how did
that service impact the culture of high
performance?
Q2: Describe a service that is provided in your
school and what do you believe is the impact of this
service on the overall performance within the
school?
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APPENDIX G
IRB Approval
Institutional Review Board <my@umassglobal.edu>

Thu, Dec 9, 2021 at 6:35
AM

Reply-To: webmaster@umassglobal.edu
To: xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx
Cc: xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx, xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx, irb@umassglobal.edu
Dear Freddie Chavarria ,
Congratulations! Your IRB application to conduct research has been approved by the UMass Global
Institutional Review Board. Please keep this email for your records, as it will need to be included in
your research appendix.
If you need to modify your IRB application for any reason, please fill out the "Application Modification
Form" before proceeding with your research. The Modification form can be found
at IRB.umassglobal.edu
Best wishes for a successful completion of your study.
Thank You,
IRB
Academic Affairs
UMass Global
16355 Laguna Canyon Road
Irvine, CA 92618
irb@umassglobal.edu
www.umassglobal.edu
This email is an automated notification. If you have questions please email us
at irb@umassglobal.edu.
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APPENDIX H
Email
Dear Potential Study Participant:

My name is Freddie Chavarria, and I am a doctoral candidate at UMASS Global
completing research toward a doctoral degree in Organizational Leadership. I am a part
of a team conducting research to explore the ways middle school principals serving in
Title I schools perceive the impact these seven constructs (agapao love, humility,
altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, and service) have on establishing a culture of high
performance. We are seeking to better understand what is it that you do to build a culture
of high performance within your school.
I am asking for your assistance in the study by participating in a one on one virtual
interview setting using Zoom which will take from 45-60 minutes and will be set up at a
time that is convenient for you. If you agree to participate in the interview and online
survey, you will be assured that it will be completely confidential. No names will be
attached to any notes or records from the interview or online survey. All information will
remain in locked files accessible only to the researcher. No one from your school district
will have access to the information obtained during the interview. You will be free to stop
the interview and withdraw from the study at any time.
I am available to answer questions via telephone (xxx) xxx-xxxx or via email at
xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx to answer any questions you may have.
Please email or call me if you are willing to consider being a part of this study. Your
participation would be greatly valued.

Sincerely,

Freddie Chavarria
Doctoral Candidate
UMASS Global in Organizational Leadership
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APPENDIX I
Follow-Up Email

Dear XXXXXXXX,
Attached, I have included the following three documents for your review:
• Informed Consent Form
• Research Participant’s Bill of Rights form
• Servant Leadership Interview Questions for Participant

(questions that I will

ask during our zoom interview session)
I truly appreciate your time to help me with my study! I look forward to our
Interview meeting.
Freddie Chavarria
Doctoral Candidate
UMASS Global in Organizational Leadership
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APPENDIX J
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
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